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Abstract  
Walk in Their Shoes: How Picture Books and Critical Literacy Instruction  
Can Foster Empathy in First Grade Students 
Darla M. Salay 
Dr. Jennifer Adams  
 
 
  In New Jersey and nationwide, legislative efforts require that schools refocus on 
teaching social emotional skills in order to meet the holistic needs of students and prevent 
bullying. However, with an ever-growing list of school requirements, no additional 
instructional time, and little guidance on how to teach social emotional skills, schools 
need ways to integrate social emotional skills within curriculum. One way to teach social 
emotional skills and literacy skills simultaneously is through read aloud experiences with 
picture books. Using picture books on topics such as making friends, problems at school, 
or topics of social injustice, teachers can address critical literacy skills and social 
awareness while promoting empathy development. This mixed-methods study examined 
empathy development in 108 first grade students before and after a four-week 
intervention using picture books and critical literacy instruction, including writing from 
the perspective of others. The research used a randomized design with control and 
experimental groups to measure children’s empathy with a modified (Garton & Gringart, 
2005) Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1980) before and after the 
intervention. Student writing was also analyzed in the intervention classrooms to identify 
and examine evidence of empathy. This research followed Brill’s (2004) method of 
analyzing student writing for empathy by looking for patterns in writing and then creating 
categories reflective of these patterns. The analysis used t-tests to compare pre-test and 
post-test scores in the experimental group as well as post-test scores between the 
treatment and control groups. These comparisons indicate that students’ empathy scores, 
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measured by the IRI, did not increase after the intervention; there were no significant 
differences between the treatment and control groups. However, the writing component 
of the study showed that students exhibited evidence of empathy in three distinct ways. 
They identified empathetic and non-empathetic actions in characters from stories and in 
real life, they showed empathy when considering imaginary scenarios from stories--
inferring characters’ feelings and/or proposing actions--and they showed writer empathy 
for characters from stories. Taken together, quantitative and qualitative findings from this 
research suggest that although students showed evidence of empathy learning and 
engagement during the intervention, they did not fully internalize empathy by the end of 
the intervention. This research study suggests next steps and possible future research that 
could be useful to support students’ continued empathy development. It could be useful 
for schools seeking ways to address social emotional learning and curriculum 
simultaneously, while designing learning experiences that meet local school cultures and 
needs. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
 
Preface  
 
Empathy is the foundation upon which a civilized society is built. It is the one 
crucial element that is necessary in order for us to treat one another with respect 
and kindness. It is imperative that our young people learn to be empathetic, both 
for their own good and for the good of society as a whole. Books can help 
accomplish this.  
(Kehret, 2001, p.44) 
 
In the picture book The Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010), the main character, Brian, 
sits alone at the lunch table, his teacher hardly notices him, and he gets chosen last for 
teams in gym class. In the story, after the kickball teams are chosen by the students, the 
text states, Only Brian is left, still waiting and hoping. Later in the story, Brian is shown 
with his class eating lunch in the cafeteria. He sits at the end of the lunch table, alone, as 
his classmates sit together and talk about the fun they had at Madison’s party. The story 
continues with Madison saying, I’m so glad you guys had fun! Everybody did except 
Brian. He wasn’t invited. Upon hearing Madison’s comment, Brian stares timidly at the 
group. He is shown in black and white to represent being invisible, while the rest of the 
students at the table are happy, laughing, and in color. Reading picture books such as The 
Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010) that are relatable to children and told from their point of 
view can help students put themselves in the shoes of the characters and consider how it 
might feel to be mistreated for being different in some way. Picture books can help 
students consider topics such as making friends, problems at school, or topics of social 
injustice, including racial inequality or the mistreatment of persons with disabilities or 
those who live in poverty. While reading books on these topics with children, teachers 
can ask students questions that encourage critical thinking and deeper understanding of 
the story. Because critical discussions are a primary way help students with perspective 
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taking, teachers can also guide students in conversations to think about how the 
characters in the story are feeling, helping them to vicariously walk in the characters’ 
shoes. Ultimately, this work with picture books can help students develop important 
social emotional skills, including showing empathy for others, making responsible 
decisions, and treating one another with kindness and respect. My colleague and I used 
The Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010), in the classroom to try to promote empathy in our first 
grade students, and we wrote about our work in an article for Heinemann’s Digital 
Campus, “Using Read Aloud to Teach Empathy” (2015). As a first year principal, I was 
very interested in how we could promote a culture of kindness in our preschool through 
first grade school. We made it a priority to plan reading experiences that would help 
students realize the importance of kindness and empathy. After we purchased picture 
books that would promote critical discussions about topics such as being teased or being 
left out, we developed a protocol for read aloud lessons. Our lessons included setting a 
purpose for reading, teaching students to role play critical scenes in the story, and 
rewriting scenes so they would have more favorable outcomes for characters. Following 
is a portion of a discussion my colleague and I had with students while discussing The 
Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010).  
Teacher: So, you told me that you think the characters should be nicer to Brian. What 
could they do to be nicer?  
 
Student: They could stop talking about the party so he doesn’t feel bad.  
 
Teacher: That’s a good start. Is there anything else they could do? 
 
Student: Or maybe they could move by him. 
 
Student: Someone could say, Come sit with us! 
 
Student: I would invite him to my next party. 
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  By taking Brian’s perspective, students were able to think about how it would feel 
to be left out. They also developed actions that could prevent the scenario in the book 
from happening in real life. At the end of our lesson, we made a chart (Figure 1) in which 
students listed ways they could show empathy. 
 
Ways to Show Empathy 
Cues Action 
 
• Someone is by himself, away from 
the group. 
 
• Someone isn’t talking at all in a 
conversation. 
 
 
• Someone’s head is down or he looks 
sad. 
 
• Someone is watching a game, not 
joining in.  
 
 
• Move to him and ask him to join 
the group. 
 
• Think about something she would 
like to talk about and ask her a 
question. 
 
• Ask him what’s wrong and what he 
would like you to do to help. 
 
• Stop the game and invite the person 
to play. Or, ask what she would like 
to play next.  
 
 
Figure 1.  Empathetic actions that students said they could take in different situations 
 
 
  My experience using picture books to teach empathy helped me see the value of 
designing literacy experiences that also teach important social emotional skills. By 
developing curriculum that encourages critical thinking about social issues that are 
relevant to students’ lives, we give them the time and place to develop social awareness 
and empathy, which is—as Kehret (2001) stated—the one crucial element for us to treat 
one another with respect and kindness.  
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Introduction  
  Although Trudy Ludwig’s book The Invisible Boy (2010) is a work of fiction, it 
represents real life for many children in school. Just as the main character, Brian, had to 
endure the feeling of not being good enough, many children sit in school cafeterias or 
classrooms feeling that same way—ignored, left out, and not worthy to participate in the 
conversation or activity at hand. They may dread going to gym class, fearful of being 
chosen last for the team. Or, they may endure constant teasing, which can cause internal 
conflict and tension (Harwood and & Copfer, 2015). In worst cases, students are bullied, 
which may lead to emotional harm, depression, anxiety, or even suicide. In 2010, school 
bullying led to student suicides across the country including in New Jersey (New Jersey 
Department of Education: Anti-bullying Bill of Rights Act, March 2012 Amendment P.L. 
2012, c.1; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services). Although reports of bullying 
incidents have gone down slightly in recent years, approximately 20.8 percent of students 
ages 12–18 reported being bullied at school during the 2014-2015 school year.1 Under 
New Jersey law, harassing or intimidating others for any defining characteristic including 
race, color, religion, ancestry, national origin, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity 
and expression or mental, physical or sensory disability is considered bullying 
(stopybullying.gov). Bullying behaviors can begin in preschool, with up to one in six 
children in preschool being bullied or displaying bullying behavior (Alsaker & 
Valkanover, 2001; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996, as cited in Humphrey & Crisp, 2008). 
                                                
1 More than one out of every five (20.8%) students ages 12 through 18 reported being bullied at school in 2015.The 
percentage of students who reported being bullied was lower in 2014-2015 than in every prior survey year: 22% 
percent in 2013; 28% percent in 2005 and 2009; 32% percent in 2007 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).   
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 An article in the Wall Street Journal (Reddy, 2014) points out how students as 
young as kindergarten age routinely withhold friendships from their peers as punishment. 
For many children, school is not an emotionally safe place to learn and grow.    
  In New Jersey and nationwide, legislative efforts are refocusing on the need to 
teach social emotional skills in order to meet the holistic needs of students and prevent 
bullying. In recent federal legislation, H.R. 1864, the Chronic Absenteeism Act, was 
introduced by Rep. Tim Ryan (D-Ohio) to addresses chronic absenteeism and ways to 
prevent it.  Introduced in the spring of 2017, this bill includes providing personnel 
training to build positive school climates and promote social emotional learning. Three 
bills were introduced in 2015 to support SEL. In January of 2015, Rep. Susan Davis (D-
Calif.) introduced H.R. 497, the Supporting of Social and Emotional Learning Act. This 
act requires that the National Center for Education Research conduct more research on 
the impact of Social Emotional Learning (SEL). This act also requires that 
comprehensive centers provide training and technical assistance in scientifically proven 
ways to teach SEL. In February of 2015, Rep. Tim Ryan (D-Ohio) introduced H.R. 850, 
the Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning Act of 2015. This defines SEL and SEL 
programming and identifies core areas of social and emotional competency. It also allows 
funding for training and SEL programming. Finally, the Jesse Lewis Empowering 
Educators Act was introduced in the senate in April of 2015 by Sen. Richard Blumenthal 
(D-Conn.) This is named in honor of Jesse Lewis, a six-year-old student who was killed 
at Sandy Hook Elementary School in an act of violence. It calls for teacher training in 
SEL and also allows funding for professional development and training. Finally, a 
national commission, the National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic 
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Development, was recently launched to focus on SEL.2 Educators in New Jersey have 
been required to teach social emotional skills under state law since 2002. This law 
required that in addition to adopting Harassment, Intimidation, and Bullying (HIB) 
policies, schools had to work to create safe and civil school environments. The last few 
years have brought renewed focus on SEL in New Jersey, with the signing of the Anti 
Bullying Bill of Rights, also known as P.L. 210 Chapter 122. Signed into law in 2011, 
after the suicide of Tyler Clementi, a Rutgers University student who was the victim of 
bullying, the Anti Bullying Bill of Rights required that all schools appoint an anti-
bullying specialist, a school safety team, and an anti-bullying coordinator. New Jersey 
schools must also provide ongoing, age-appropriate education throughout the school year 
to prevent HIB in grades K-12, including working to create school-wide conditions to 
prevent and address HIB (N.J.S.A.18A: 37). In addition, all schools in New Jersey must 
observe the Week of Respect (N.J.S.A. 8A: 37-29), which is held during the first week in 
October, and the Week of Violence Awareness (N.J.S.A. 18A: 35-5.1.), which is held 
during the third week in October. Finally, schools must report their HIB prevention 
activities and any confirmed HIB cases to the New Jersey Department of Education. In 
short, every school district in New Jersey must annually establish and implement a HIB 
prevention program or approach, document and assess its effectiveness, and report to the 
New Jersey Department of Education in order to meet legislative mandates and support 
kind, safe and civil learning environments.  
                                                
2 The National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development was launched by the Aspen 
Institute in 2016 in order to work toward to integrating SEL in schools. Their web site states “ … 
overwhelming evidence demands that we complement the focus on academics with the development of the 
social and emotional skills and competencies that are equally essential for students to thrive in school, 
career, and life” (https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/national-commission-on-social-emotional-and-
academic-development/). 
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   In summary, when students endure teasing or bullying, it can cause emotional 
harm, depression, and in worst cases, suicide (New Jersey Department of Education: 
Anti-bullying Bill of Rights Act, March 2012 Amendment P.L. 2012, c.1; U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services). And although incidents of bullying have 
declined slightly over the past few years, for many students, school is still not an 
emotionally safe place. Lawmakers in New Jersey and at the federal level recognize the 
importance of prioritizing social emotional learning in schools in order to prevent HIB. 
Recent legislation at the state level requires that schools refocus on HIB prevention in 
broader and more comprehensive ways, while new federal legislation calls for more 
research and funding to support social emotional learning. However, this legislation 
designed to protect students is only as good as we are in carrying it out in meaningful 
ways that impact students. In order to give students the tools they need to develop social 
awareness and to confront bullying, we must design curricular experiences that will help 
them understand and value differences. With an ever-growing list of school requirements 
and no additional instructional time, schools need ways to integrate curriculum and social 
emotional learning. One way to teach empathy and critical literacy skills at the same time 
is through read aloud experiences with picture books on topics such as making friends, 
problems at school, or topics of social injustice, including racial inequality or the 
mistreatment of persons with disabilities or those who live in poverty. Through critical 
practices such as perspective taking, students can make connections with fictional 
characters and try to experience their thoughts and feelings. This is the first step in 
developing empathy and giving students the social emotional tools they need to treat 
others with kindness and to stand up for someone else in the face of bullying.  
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Significance of the Study 
  Despite the need to teach social emotional skills, there have been obstacles to do 
so in schools. First, teaching social emotional skills including empathy has been sidelined 
due to heavy emphasis on state testing and academic outcomes in recent years (Buckley, 
2015; Goleman, 2006). The re-authorization of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2002 
mandated that all students achieve proficiency levels on standardized tests and many 
schools across the United States were forced to concentrate solely on academics and 
testing outcomes.3 This was to the detriment of social emotional learning, as schools had 
to choose between teaching character or teaching academics, due to the time limitations 
of the school day (Devaney, Utne O'Brien, Tavegia and Resnik, 2005; Goleman, 2006). If 
districts choose to use a stand-alone SEL program that is not linked to academic 
performance, time is taken away from academic learning. Also, lessons in stand-alone 
programs are often skipped due to tight schedules (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). In addition, 
studies show that many schools have poor implementation of SEL programs due to 
reasons such as not continuing the program after the pilot, lack of administrator support, 
lack of training, or lack of teacher buy-in (Durlak et al., 2011). Finally, although schools 
are required to address social emotional learning due to HIB prevention requirements, 
most schools are not provided with clear guidelines on how to do so (Weaver, Brown, 
Weddle & Aalsma, 2013). This is problematic because school personnel do not have the 
time to navigate through complex resources to choose an appropriate program and often 
                                                
3 The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed by President Obama on December 10, 2015. It 
reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the purpose of which was to provide 
equal opportunity for all students. The previous version of the law, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, 
was enacted in 2002. According to the U.S. Department of Education, the law was scheduled for revision in 
2007, but the requirements became “increasingly unworkable for schools and educators” 
(http://www.ed.gov/esea).  
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they do not have the resources for effective implementation.4 Considering time 
constraints, testing demands, and the increased importance of addressing SEL and 
meeting legislative mandates, schools must find ways to teach SEL within the current 
curriculum rather than in isolated ways that take time away from academic learning 
(Durlak et al., 2011). This research addressed ways to teach SEL with a focus on empathy 
during academic instruction through the reading aloud of picture books and critical 
literacy instruction. This study is significant because schools need new approaches to 
teach SEL in ways that are meaningful, sustainable, and integrated into academic learning 
rather than in isolated lessons that occur in one half hour or hour lesson each week or 
month (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). Schools also need SEL programs related to their own 
curriculums that also fit with their local settings, include teachers in the process, and are 
tied to the climate and mission of their schools (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones & Bouffard, 
2012). This research examined ways to embed SEL into academic learning through 
teacher-developed lessons using children’s picture books on topics such as those 
described above. By examining this process and outcomes, valuable information was 
gathered that could help to inform a more sustainable, meaningful approach to teaching 
SEL.  
Researcher and Researcher’s Role 
This research was guided by my belief that teaching social emotional skills and 
particularly empathy in the primary grades cannot be a back burner goal. It should be 
woven into academic instruction and the overall mission of schools. As an elementary 
school principal in an early childhood building, a primary focus of mine is how to 
                                                
4 According to Kress and Elias (2006) in “School Based Social Emotional Programs” in the Handbook of 
child psychology: Child Psychology in Practice (6th ed., Vol. 4), there is rarely adequate support for 
effective SEL program implementation.  
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promote a culture of kindness. Helping children to develop the habit of mind to take the 
perspective of others or put one’s self into someone else’s shoes helps to promote such a 
culture. To support this work in my school, I continue to provide picture books for our 
“kindness library” that teachers can use in their classrooms to spur students’ thinking 
around difficult situations they may encounter in life, such as bullying, teasing, being left 
out, or being a bystander in a teasing or bullying situation. Picture books can also help 
students consider important topics such as race, social class, and poverty. The goal is to 
help children learn that despite a person’s race, class, or level of income, all members of 
the human race have value and we, as human beings, have more similarities than 
differences.  
As a teacher, I have used picture books and other literature to teach empathy with 
a students of various ages. With upper elementary students, I explored the texts Becoming 
Naomi Leon (Muñoz, 2004) and Esperanza Rising (Muñoz, 2000), which cover themes of 
acceptance and social class. The work with these texts inspired me to write a lesson for 
the International Literacy Association (ILA) titled Accountable Book Clubs: Focused 
Discussions (ReadWriteThink.org). As a literacy coach, I have often used the picture 
book, An Angel For Solomon Singer (Rylant, 1996) in grades 3-6 to model lessons with 
an empathy focus. The text One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006) was introduced to me at a 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project Institute where it was used to model 
think-aloud and ways to specifically focus a read aloud. I have used this text countless 
times to foster cultural acceptance, while also teaching students to question and ponder 
texts as they read in order to gain deeper understanding or construct new thinking about 
complex issues. But while I have used literature with various ages to address social issues 
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that promote empathy learning, I have not measured the lasting impact of this work on 
students. More specifically, I have not measured how engaging with texts in critical 
inquiry may have led to more pro-social acts, increased empathy, or changed paradigms.  
During my first year as a school principal at the early childhood education center 
housing preschool through first grade students, I was responsible for implementing a HIB 
prevention program and assessing its effectiveness. The program consisted of a series of 
lessons with no connection to the academic curriculum. These lessons were taught once a 
month and were based on a different topic each month, such as respect or perseverance. 
Lessons took place during one 46-minute class period, and they were provided to teachers 
by the physical education teacher, who served on the school climate committee. The 
lessons typically included a short video and an activity. They took place on character 
education days, and they followed the same topic presented at the adjoining elementary 
school, where students at the early childhood center attend beginning in second grade. 
The elementary school uses the Olweus Bullying Prevention program curriculum 
(http://www.violencepreventionworks.org) and the lesson topics they provided to the 
early childhood center were based on topics in this program. Both schools taught the 
same topic on the same day each month.  
As I observed this approach to HIB prevention, I noticed several things. First, the 
lessons did not seem connected to the mission of our school. The lessons were given to 
teachers with little to no input, and they had no relationship to the school curriculum. In 
addition, the school schedule was shortened during these lessons, so less time was 
dedicated to all other classes. Finally, teachers expressed that they felt that one period 
was not enough time to teach for deep understanding of the concepts. My experience in 
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observing this program shaped my desire to create SEL experiences that addressed these 
shortcomings.  
As I began to read the research focused on integrating social emotional learning 
into existing academic curriculum, I found that some researchers supported this 
assumption (Durlak et al., 2011; Elias, 2004; and Kress et al., 2004). Research also 
showed that integrating prevention programs into school routines and planning programs 
locally improves program outcomes (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2002). It was evident to 
me from my personal experience with our school program and from the research that a 
more pragmatic and integrated HIB prevention approach would be to infuse SEL into the 
academic programming, while including teacher’s input and ideas. The second area of 
this research draws on my experience and work with using picture books and children’s 
literature to teach empathy in the classroom. After reflecting on my experience with using 
picture books and literature to teach empathy in the elementary grades, I began to review 
research on the use of literature and specifically picture books to the teaching of empathy. 
I found studies that showed positive results, but no studies with experimental and control 
groups that measured students’ empathy development after a literature intervention using 
teacher-created lessons. This helped me to determine a gap in the literature and formulate 
my research questions. As I continued to peruse literature on the teaching of empathy, I 
came upon the work of Gay (2002/2013) and Banks (2004) which showed how culturally 
responsive teaching practices and multicultural education relate to the teaching of 
empathy. This informed the next area of this research, which focuses on empathy as a key 
social emotional skill. In summary, my position as a principal at the research site, my 
background using literature and picture books to teach empathy, and my responsibility to 
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support a positive, emotionally safe school experience for all students drives my interest 
in this topic and my commitment to conduct a quality, ethical, and informative study.  
This study measured empathy in first grade students before and after an 
intervention of engaging critically with picture books over the course of a four-week unit 
of study on the teaching of empathy. The intervention addressed English Language Arts 
(ELA) standards, and it was taught within the language arts block at the research site. A 
control group and an experimental group using a pre-test/post-test design was utilized in 
order to determine if there was a difference in students’ empathy scores before and after 
students participated in the critical literacy intervention, as well as between students who 
participated and those who did not. Student writing was also analyzed in the intervention 
classrooms to identify and examine evidence of writer empathy. By measuring empathy, 
analyzing student writing, and conversing with teachers and students throughout this 
process, I broadened my knowledge of HIB prevention approaches and ways to promote 
a school culture that values kindness. In addition, the unit of study created through this 
research is now part of the first grade ELA curriculum at the research site. This research 
could help contribute to the academic literature on how schools can address social 
emotional learning concurrently with academic standards by developing their own 
curriculum that meets local needs and fits with local school routines norms.  
As I approached this research, however, I could not overlook the consideration of 
power and position. As the principal at the research site, I approached this study mindful 
of this role and of my ethical obligations. I discuss ethical considerations in more detail in 
chapter three, but here I acknowledge that I conducted this study with the highest of 
ethics, seeking primarily to conduct a quality study that was not influenced by power or 
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position. Later in this work, I reference the work of Lave & Wenger (1991), who suggest 
that positionality within research can further inform a study rather than invalidate it (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991). Furthermore, since learning is situated within the practice of 
communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991), I believe that positioning myself as a collaborator 
and learner during this process helped me to become a valuable contributor to help our 
team develop an intervention unit that met the needs of our student population and school 
community.   
                                       Overview of the Literature 
Three overlapping areas inform the work of teaching social emotional skills. 
These are the growing need teach social emotional skills within academic instruction, 
using picture books to teach social emotional skills, and building social 
awareness/empathy as a key social emotional skill. In this section, each area is explored 
in relationship to this study. In the first area, the need for a renewed focus on SEL in 
schools is discussed based on current legislation and bullying in schools. This 
information was critical to the study because current legislation mandates renewed focus 
on SEL, however, academic demands limit the time that schools have to dedicate to SEL. 
The section provides the rationale for teaching social emotional skills within academic 
instruction due to time constraints and competing classroom demands. Next, using 
picture books to teach social emotional skills is explored. This section demonstrates the 
“transformational power of stories” (Lysaker & Tonge 2013) and how reading picture 
books can help students develop social imagination -- understanding the thoughts and 
feelings of others, which supports students’ social emotional development. It also 
examines ways that critical instruction can support the teaching of empathy. Simple 
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exposure to texts is not enough to change paradigms or build social awareness in 
students. Students need to develop critical literacies that give them tools to identify unjust 
situations and to practice pro-social behaviors. Effective ways to do so are presented, as 
are ways to concurrently address academic standards. Finally, research on ways to build 
social awareness/empathy is presented. The research links empathy to pro-social 
behavior. This is important because the basis for this study is that improving empathy in 
students is an effective way to also prevent HIB and promote cultures of kindness in 
schools. In addition to the areas above, the importance of developing multicultural 
awareness concurrently with empathy learning is explored in this research. Developing 
multicultural awareness can help to challenge biases and stereotypes (Banks, 2004), 
therefore, developing multicultural awareness is an important consideration in fostering 
empathy development. Finally, the importance of caring classroom communities and the 
connection to social awareness is addressed. Collectively, these areas inform the work of 
teaching empathy through the picture books and critical literacy instruction in order to 
address HIB prevention and promote positive school climates.  
The Growing Need to Teach Social Emotional Skills  
  According to the Collaborative for Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
social and emotional learning is a process by which we learn to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and 
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions (http://www.casel.org/). 
CASEL identifies five areas of social emotional learning: self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. 
Schools are required to refocus on SEL in schools, as mandated by current state and 
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federal legislation (P.L. 210 Chapter 122; H.R. 497, H.R. 850, and S.897). However, as 
previously discussed, SEL has been sidetracked in recent years due emphasis on testing 
and academic outcomes (Buckley, 2015; Goleman, 2006). In addition, studies show that 
problems with implementation have also stalled efforts to adequately implement SEL 
programs (Kress & Elias, 2006). With current legislation requiring a renewed focus on 
SEL, competing academic demands, and a lack of clear guidelines on how to address HIB 
(Weaver et al., 2013), this study is timely and relevant for school leaders and teachers 
looking to develop a SEL approach that will meet local needs and fit with school 
curricula.   
Using Picture Books To Teach Social Emotional Skills  
  Through stories we learn that we although we are different from others, we are the 
same in many ways. This research presents the view that teachers can support social 
awareness/empathy learning and help students to value differences by reading aloud 
picture books and critically examining and discussing them with students. It discusses 
ways to teach empathy through the use of critical literacy practices, such as looking at 
situations from multiple perspectives and considering actions to help others who are not 
being treated fairly (Lewison, Flint & Sluys, 2002). As discussed by Cress & Holm 
(2002), practicing empathy and perspective taking can be woven into classroom 
instruction. However, although relevant texts present teachers with the opportunity to 
teach students how to value and respect others, exposure to those texts is not enough to 
change paradigms and build social emotional/empathy skills. Children must engage 
critically with the texts and make connections to situations in their own lives in order for 
them to act pro-socially when confronted with inequities (Harste, 2002). This stream of 
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research identifies ways to embed critical practices within academic instruction. It also 
discusses how engaging with children’s literature can support social awareness or the 
ability to understand or imagine the thoughts and feelings of others, and it presents the 
view that stories are an important part of ethical development (Gregory, 2009). 
Building Social Awareness As A Key Social Emotional Skill 
  Empathy is a key component of social emotional learning, falling within the area 
of social awareness (http://www.casel.org/). In their literature review on the association 
between empathy and bullying, Noorden, Cillessen, Haselager, and Bukowski (2015), 
found that students who have less empathy are more likely to bully. Conversely, students 
with more empathy are more likely to speak up during a bullying incident and defend the 
victim. In fact, the link between higher levels of empathy and pro-social behavior is well-
documented (Decety, 2012; Findlay, Girardi, Coplan & Eisenberg, 2000; Salmon, 2003; 
Van Hulle, Robinson & Rhee, 2009). However, one study shows that empathy is 
declining, specifically in the areas of empathic concern and perspective taking (Konrath, 
O'Brien & Hsing, 2011). Consistent with these findings, another study showed that 65 
percent of students reported not respecting the beliefs and values of others (Devaney, 
Utne O'Brien, Tavegia, & Resnik, 2005). Findings from Harvard University’s Making 
Caring Common Project recently reported that 80 percent of students from middle school 
to high school age are more concerned about their personal happiness than caring for 
others, which can put them at risk for harmful behaviors including being cruel to others 
(Weissbourd, Jones, Ross Anderson, Kahn, & Russell, 2014). The link between empathy 
and pro-social behavior, in addition to current research that shows declining empathy 
levels, validates the importance of this area to this research study. This section also draws 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  18 
on theories from Gay (2002) and Banks (2004) on the importance of developing 
multicultural awareness as a component of empathy learning. According to Gay (2002), 
culturally responsive teaching includes gaining knowledge about cultural diversity, 
building caring learning communities, and addressing ethnic diversity within instruction. 
This research explores how culturally responsive teaching parallels and enriches the 
teaching of empathy. It also defines areas of diversity to include physical and mental 
disabilities, socioeconomic status, and diverse family structures (Hermann-Wilmarth, 
2007). This study seeks to develop understanding and perspective taking, helping 
students to consider the views and ideas of those who may be different from them in 
physical or mental ability, socioeconomic status, and/or culture. The idea is to study 
empathy learning and development and to support the teaching of empathy in order to 
promote kindness and effect positive social change.  
In closing, a need exists for children to develop social emotional/relational skills 
that will help them to contribute to the world in positive ways. By learning to value the 
diversity in others, by expanding their cultural awareness, and by experiencing the 
feelings of characters in relatable stories, children will become more empathetic and 
more likely to behave pro-socially and kind toward others. The remainder of this chapter 
outlines the theories that informed this study (the conceptual framework), the research 
questions, assumptions, limitations, and delimitations within the study.  
Conceptual Framework 
 
  In this research, the relationship of critical literacy practices (critical pedagogy) 
picture books, and empathy development is explored. Figure 2 presents a conceptual 
framework that illustrates the linkages between critical literacy practices, picture books, 
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and empathy development. It also shows how multicultural awareness and emotional 
intelligence play a part. 
 
 
 
 
   
Figure 2.  A conceptual framework to support empathy development 
 
 
         This conceptual framework draws on critical pedagogy theories, multicultural 
education theories, and intelligence theories.  It suggests that these areas are linked in 
important ways that support social emotional learning, specifically, empathy development. 
Multicultural education theory, which informs ways to develop multicultural awareness, is 
described by Gay (2004) as a social reform movement that addresses social class, gender, 
disability, race, and ethnicity. As a transformative process, multicultural education theory 
focuses on personal development and the ability to critically analyze. It seeks to promote 
social consciousness and civic responsibility (Gay, 2004). As students explore differences 
and define their own political positions when reading and discussing picture books, they 
concurrently build emotional intelligence, becoming more sensitive to others’ distinctions. 
Therefore, approaches to building multicultural awareness are intertwined with critical 
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pedagogies, as both invite students to question, evaluate, and build new knowledge. 
Aspects of multicultural education, according to Banks (2004), include prejudice reduction, 
which focuses on modifying attitudes; equity pedagogy, which highlights achievements of 
diverse racial, cultural, and social class groups; and knowledge construction, during which 
teachers help students consider their cultural assumptions and biases. Aligning with critical 
literacy theory, these methods help students to reconsider ideas, explore differences, build 
social awareness and solve problems. Intelligence theories are also linked with empathy 
learning and the development of other social emotional skills. Intelligence theorists such as 
Gardner (1983) and Salovey & Mayer (1993, 1995), assert that all human beings possess 
specific intelligences to one extent or another and that intelligences can be nurtured. 
Gardner (1983) discusses intelligence as a capacity to process information of some kind in 
order to solve a problem. He refers to multiple intelligences (MI), while Salovey & Mayer 
(1993, 1995) refer to emotional intelligence (EI). Salovey & Mayer (1993, 1995) define EI 
as the ability of an individual to perceive emotions in oneself and in others and to use this 
thinking to guide their thinking and actions. This directly links with social emotional 
learning, aspects of which include awareness of oneself and others, taking perspectives of 
others, and making socially responsible decisions (CASEL.org). It also relates to Banks’ 
(2004) approaches to curriculum reform. Banks (2004) outlines four approaches to 
curriculum, one being the social action approach, in which students make decisions on 
important social issues and take action to help solve them, and another being the 
transformation approach, which enables students to view perspectives from diverse ethnic 
and cultural groups (Banks, 2004). These approaches align with critical literacy theories 
and strategies and support empathy development and socially responsible decision making. 
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Through the critical discourse that accompanies the teaching of empathy, students explore 
differences and question and define their own political positions. This provides the 
opportunity for them to consider aspects of themselves and others, which supports the 
development of critical consciousness, Schwartz (1995). Critical theorist Paolo Freire 
(1987) asserts in his book Literacy: Reading the Word and the World, that reading texts 
from a critical standpoint can help one to better understand inequities and injustices in 
human relationships. As students become more socially aware and concurrently build their 
level of emotional intelligence by perceiving emotions in others and seeking to understand 
the thinking of others, they can make more informed decisions about pro-social actions and 
solving problems that relate to social injustices. Critical literacy skills help students 
question, evaluate, and pose new ideas, not simply retell knowledge that is transmitted to 
them, but rather construct new knowledge. Paolo Freire (1987) asserts that we must not 
view the acquisition of literacy as purely mechanical, whereby we teach students to learn 
letters and words. Rather, the teaching of literacy is a political phenomenon, during which 
students can acquire practices that can empower them to produce, transform, and reproduce 
meaning (1987).  In addition, Dewey (1899) espoused the value of character building and 
teaching children to become socially responsible, adding to the assumption that building 
social awareness in individuals leads them to contribute to the well-being of others.  
        In closing, this research is framed within social psychologists’ paradigms of 
intelligence theories, to the belief that emotional intelligences can be developed and 
nurtured, and that they relate to social awareness and empathy development. It is based on 
the assumption that possessing interpersonal intelligence can help guide one’s thinking and 
actions toward more socially aware decisions. Critical literacy instruction supports asking 
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questions, constructing new knowledge, becoming aware of social injustices, and 
supporting responsible decision making and actions. This type of instruction goes hand-in-
hand with developing multicultural awareness. It offers new ways to think about diversity 
and social justice (Ladson-Billings, 2004). Taken together, these theories build the 
conceptual framework upon which this research is based.  
          In this study, the relationship between critical literacy theories, picture books, and 
empathy development was investigated. By examining children’s empathy scores before 
and after a critical literacy intervention, and by examining children’s writing during the 
intervention, the following research questions were answered:  
Research Questions  
Overarching Question: How can instruction using picture books and critical 
literacy practices foster empathy development in first grade students?  
 
1. Do students who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores?  
a. Among children in the intervention group, are post-intervention empathy scores 
different from pre-invention empathy scores?   
b. Do children who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores than 
children in the control group?  
2. How do first grade students show empathy in their writing? 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
 A main assumption of this research was that students would understand the survey 
(the IRI) and that they would answer the questions honestly. Another assumption was that 
the IRI would capture emerging empathy in first grade students during a relatively short 
period of time. In order to ensure that students understood the IRI, it was piloted with 
students. This researcher, with the assistance of a teacher, piloted the IRI in three first 
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grade classrooms in the school year before the research study took place. As a result of 
the pilot study, several things were learned. First, students seemed to need a visual to 
assist them in their answers. Therefore, a bar scale was added to each question so that 
students could shade in their answers. Students also seemed to need practice with how to 
answer the questions. To address this, a sample survey of four questions was created (See 
Appendix B) to teach students how to answer the questions by shading in the scale. This 
training survey was then piloted in classrooms. The researcher found that after the 
training questions were used, students had good understanding of how to use the IRI. 
During the pilot, there were some recurring questions asked by students. In order to 
address this, some wording in the IRI was modified slightly. The word quite was 
removed in three of the questions, the phrase occasionally like me was changed to 
sometimes like me, and the phrase fairly like me was changed to mostly like me in all 
questions.  Finally, to ensure student understanding during the actual research study, 
students were taught by their teachers how to use the IRI with the sample survey 
approximately 3-5 days prior to taking the actual survey. Teachers in each classroom read 
the questions, modeled how to shade in the answers, and clarified any misunderstandings.    
   The researcher recognizes two limitations of this study. First, teachers’ levels of 
expertise differ, even though they may be using the same strategies and resources. This 
could have affected outcomes, as student growth may have differed somewhat across 
classrooms. In order to address this, all teachers were provided with the same information 
on critical literacy practices. Additionally, teachers met weekly over the course of the 
treatment in order to align practices, collaborate, and plan lessons. The second limitation 
in this study is that empathy has been traditionally difficult to measure and the tools to 
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measure empathy in children are limited. For example, techniques for measuring empathy 
in children vary from study to study (Gerdes, Segal & Lietz 2010), and tools are not 
always valid and reliable. In addition, there are few pen and paper scales to measure 
empathy in children (Garton & Gringart, 2005). In order to address these limitations, 
survey questions were used and actual student writing was collected. Utilizing mixed 
methods helped provide a broader measure of empathy learning over the course of this 
treatment.  
  One delimitation in this mixed methods study was the choice to limit methods to 
one quantitative and one qualitative method. It was initially considered to include collect 
field notes as a qualitative method, in addition to analyzing student writing. However, in 
the interest of time and making the study more manageable, field notes were not used as a 
form of data. In chapter five, this research does suggest other qualitative methods that 
could be used in a future study, based on lessons learned in this work.  
Conclusion 
  Teaching empathy is critical in order to reduce aggression and teach children to 
act more pro-socially toward others. By taking the perspectives of others, children 
increase their pro-social behaviors and ultimately their success in school and in life 
(Vezzali et al., 2014). Research shows that teachers can effectively implement social-
emotional learning successfully within classroom instruction (Durlak et al., 2011). One 
way to do so is by sharing and discussing children’s literature that encourages students to 
take the perspective of various characters (Nikolajeva, 2013). By using culturally relevant 
picture books and critical literacy instruction to teach social emotional learning including 
empathic behaviors, schools will be able to address SEL and academic standards 
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simultaneously. This study helped to better inform critical literacy practices at the 
research site, while helping children to become more thoughtful, caring, and empathetic 
citizens. In addition, this research could help schools meet requirements to implement 
age-appropriate anti-bullying programs and foster positive, safe school climates. In 
chapter two, the strands that inform this research are more fully discussed. In addition, 
the components of social emotional learning are discussed, as is the growing SEL 
standards movement. Finally, effective critical literacy practices, the role of multicultural 
awareness in empathy learning, and the importance of empathy are discussed. In chapter 
three the research methodology for this study is fully outlined. This includes the 
instruments used in the study, data collection and analysis, and ethical considerations 
specific to the researcher’s role in the research process. In chapter four, research findings 
from this study are presented, and in chapter five, implications of the findings for 
empathy learning and HIB prevention programs is outlined.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction  
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Somewhere along the way, we have lost our focus on what it means to be part of a       
community. We now see the costs of that inattention in too many young people.      
 
— Harvard University, Making Caring Common Project 
 
  Students are under our care and influence at school some six hours a day, thirty 
hours a week, totaling well over one thousand hours during a typical school year. Clearly, 
schools have an important role to play in the social and emotional development of young 
people. However, there is wide variation in the degree in which schools create climates of 
kindness to support this development (Weissbourd et al., 2014). In some schools, 
bullying is rare and students report that most of their classmates are empathetic, while in 
other schools, being cruel is more frequent, students have less investment in school, and 
students are less helpful toward one another (Weissbourd et al., 2014). Despite this 
variation, all schools can take steps to build students’ social emotional skills. The purpose 
of this research was to provide information on how reading picture books with students 
while utilizing critical literacy practices can help to build social emotional skills and 
support empathy development in students. This approach could be actionable for schools 
seeking ways to support social emotional development in children as a part of or 
integrated into the academic curriculum. Three overlapping streams inform the work of 
using picture books to teach empathy. These are (a) the growing need to teach social 
emotional skills, (b) using picture books to teach social emotional skills, and (c) empathy 
development as a key social emotional skill. In this chapter, the literature on these streams 
is reviewed in order to support the use of critical literacy practices and picture books to 
foster empathy development in young children.  
The Growing Need To Teach Social Emotional Skills      
  As discussed in chapter one, the last few years have brought renewed focus on 
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Social Emotional Learning (SEL) both nationwide and in New Jersey, with the signing of 
the Anti Bullying Bill of Rights (ABBR) in 2011 in New Jersey and three federal bills 
introduced in 2015 calling for more research and funding to support SEL.5 However, 
many schools are sidelined when addressing SEL due to the emphasis on state testing and 
academic outcomes (Buckley, 2015; Goleman, 2006). This emphasis on testing outcomes 
stems from the re-authorization of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2002 mandating that 
all students achieve proficiency levels on standardized tests. This caused many schools to 
concentrate solely on academics and forego the teaching of SEL (Buckley, 2015; 
Devaney et al., 2005; Goleman, 2006;). This has left an unmet need in schools as acts of 
HIB persist.6 According to the Report of the New Jersey Commission on Bullying in 
Schools (2009), being the victim of HIB can result in a host of issues for students, 
including anxiety, depression, poor academic performance, psychotic symptoms, and 
increased risk of suicide. For students who bully, it is often a lack of a social emotional 
support that leads them to engage in destructive behaviors at school, including bullying 
and aggression toward others (Weissbourd et al., 2014). Social emotional skills can help 
students to have more positive outcomes, such as improved relationship skills, more pro-
social behaviors, and the ability to empathize and communicate with others (Rimm-
                                                
5 Three bills were introduced in 2015 to support SEL. Rep. Susan Davis (D-Calif.) introduced H.R. 497, the Supporting 
of Social and Emotional Learning Act. This requires that the National Center for Education Research conduct more 
research on the impact of Social Emotional Learning (SEL). It also requires training and technical assistance in 
scientifically proven ways to teach SEL. Rep. Tim Ryan (D-Ohio) introduced H.R. 850, the Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning Act of 2015. This defines SEL and SEL programming and identifies core areas of social and 
emotional competency. It also allows funding for training and SEL programming. The Jesse Lewis Empowering 
Educators Act was introduced in April of 2015 by Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-Conn.) This act, named in honor of 
Jesse Lewis, a six year old student who was killed at Sandy Hook Elementary School in an act of violence, calls for 
teacher training in SEL and also allows funding for professional development and training. 
6 In 2013, about 22 percent of students ages 12–18 reported being bullied at school during the school year. Of students 
ages 12–18, about 14 percent reported that they were made fun of, called names, or insulted; 13 percent reported being 
the subject of rumors; 4 percent reported being threatened with harm; and 2 percent reported that others tried to make 
them do things they did not want to do. About 4 percent of students reported being excluded from activities on purpose, 
2 percent reported that their property was destroyed by others on purpose, and 6 percent reported that they were 
pushed, shoved, tripped, or spit on (National Center for Education Statistics).  
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Kaufmnn & Hulleman, 2015). Children with the ability to empathize with others are 
more inclined to engage in pro-social acts and less likely to engage in aggressive 
behavior toward others (Decety, 2012; Eisenberg, 2000; Findlay, Girardi & Coplank, 
2006; Salmon, 2003). In addition, students who receive SEL instruction show academic 
gains (Durlak et al., 2011). With continued academic demands and social emotional 
learning needs, schools must choose HIB approaches that address both academics and 
SEL simultaneously (Durlak et al., 2011). In the sections that follow, the five domains of 
SEL, as defined by the Collaborative for Social Emotional Learning (CASEL), are 
outlined, as are instructional approaches that support learning across these domains. Next, 
the SEL standards movement and elements of high quality standards are examined, with 
examples from the Illinois’ SEL standards. Finally, the effectiveness and limitations of 
various SEL programs and approaches to social emotional learning are discussed.  
 Components of Social Emotional Learning                                                                               
 According to the Collaborative for Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
social and emotional learning is a process by which we learn to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and 
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions (http://www.casel.org/). 
CASEL identifies five domains of social emotional learning: self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and decision-making. These areas are 
defined below based on the definitions provided by CASEL. 
• Self-Awareness – Self-awareness involves recognizing emotions and thoughts 
and how they influence behavior. It also involves self-recognition or an awareness 
of self and others or me and you.   
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• Self-Management – Self-management involves controlling emotions, thoughts, 
and impulses. It also involves personal goal setting.  
• Social awareness – Social awareness involves the ability to empathize and take 
the perspective of others, including those from diverse ethnic groups and cultures. 
It also involves understanding social norms for behavior.  
• Relationship Skills – Relationship skills involves the ability to establish 
relationships, to negotiate conflict, to communicate effectively, and to seek help 
when it is offered.  
• Responsible Decision Making – Responsible decision making involves making 
good behavioral choices based on social norms, ethical concerns, consequences, 
and the well-being of self and others. 
  According to Durlak et al (2011), schools can support learning in these 
domains, while simultaneously supporting academic learning, through evidence-
based instructional practices. (What Does Evidence-Based Instruction in Social and 
Emotional Learning Actually Look Like in Practice, CASEL, 2015). Although this 
research considered all of the approaches, which are described below, the intervention 
in this research is most closely based on the integration of skill instruction and 
practices that support SEL within academic instruction.   
• Free-standing lessons: Free-standing lessons provide explicit instruction to teach 
SEL competencies across the five competency areas of social awareness, self-
awareness, decision making, self-management, and relationship skills. Topics 
range from setting goals and developing empathy and compassion, to resolving 
conflict and making responsible decisions. Learning techniques include 
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discussions, role-play, and small group work. Opportunities are included for 
practicing skills beyond the classroom lesson or in other connected academic 
lessons. An example for an elementary classroom is students working together to 
resolve interpersonal problems.  
• General Teaching Practices: General teaching practices to support SEL vary 
according to the students’ developmental stages, but the goal is to create school-
wide conditions that facilitate and support SEL development in students. 
Examples are establishing positive, predictable classroom environments, 
promoting positive teacher-student relationships, utilizing ongoing instructional 
practices that support SEL, and providing guidance to teachers to support SEL 
teaching practices. This includes providing information on how to give students 
authentic feedback, how to create opportunities for students to explore their own 
interests in the classroom, and how to help students to develop skills to get along. 
• Integration of Skill Instruction and Practices that Support SEL within the 
Context of Academic Instruction: This approach integrates skills that support 
SEL within the context of academics. Three specific examples of this approach 
are the Facing History and Ourselves program, which is a history curriculum for 
middle/high school that uses history to promote awareness and respect for 
diversity; the 4R’s (Reading, Writing, Respect and Resolution), which utilizes 
book talks, read alouds, and interactive lessons to develop social emotional skills; 
and the Ruler Program, which uses anchor skills (recognizing, understanding, 
labeling, expressing, regulation emotions) to promote emotional literacy. 
Teachers learn these skills, and then teach them to students in order for them to 
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develop empathy, self-awareness, and perspective taking within the academic 
curriculum.  
• Guidance to administrators and school leaders on how to facilitate SEL as a 
school wide initiative: Schools that take this approach restructure their 
organizational structures in some way in order to better support SEL. They may 
also create a SEL leadership team, plan for professional learning, create school 
wide goals and objectives, or create a vision for SEL, to name a few.  
  In summary, the four approaches above have been identified by CASEL as 
evidence based approaches to promote SEL competence in the five domains of SEL. As 
stated, the treatment in this research is most closely based on the approach the integration 
of skill instruction and practices that support SEL within academic instruction. However, 
this treatment also pulls from the other practices, including the development of free-
standing lessons and creating school-wide conditions for social emotional learning. These 
areas and how they shaped this research are presented in chapter five of this work. In the 
section below, the SEL standards movement and key elements of high quality standards 
as identified by research are presented.    
Social Emotional Learning Standards 
  There is growing momentum for the development of state SEL standards that will 
support social emotional learning (Dusenbury et al., 2014). Currently, all 50 states have 
social emotional standards separate from academic standards, however, the standards 
differ substantially across states, and only a few states have comprehensive, free-standing 
SEL standards from K-12 (Zinsser, 2015). According to Dusenbury et al., (2014) three 
states have adopted SEL standards with comprehensive benchmarks. These are Illinois, 
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Pennsylvania, and Kansas, with Illinois being the first state to adopt free-standing SEL 
standards. The standards in Illinois require students to work toward three goals across all 
grades levels:  
1. Develop self-awareness and self-management skills to achieve school and life 
success.  
2. Use social awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain 
relationships.  
3. Demonstrate decision-making skills and responsible behaviors in personal, 
school, and community contexts.  
  The Illinois standards define what students should know and be able to do in early 
elementary (grades K-3), late elementary (grades 4-5), middle/junior high (grades 6-8), 
early high school (grades 9-10), and late high school (grades 11-12). Illinois provides a 
model for high quality standards in the areas of performance indicators and creating 
positive learning environments (Dusenbury et al., 2014). For example, Goal #2 in the 
standards (which is directly related to this research) is for students to use social-
awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain positive relationships. The 
learning standard related to this goal is for students to recognize the feelings and 
perspectives of others. At the early elementary level, students are expected to recognize 
that others may experience situations differently from oneself (2A.1a.) and to use 
listening skills to identify the feelings and perspectives of others (2A.1b.). 
(http://www.isbe.net/ils/social_emotional/standards.htm) Researchers (Dusenbury, 
Weissberg, Goren, & Domitrovich, 2014) have identified six elements of high quality 
standards that could be helpful for states seeking to develop standards. These are that 
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standards be free standing and comprehensive across the five core competencies, that 
they provide developmental benchmarks for SEL (preschool through high school) and 
that they be integrated and reflected in standards from other subject areas. The 
researchers also suggest that SEL standards provide guidance on how adults can support 
students through teaching practices and that information be provided to teachers on how 
to create a positive learning environment and how to make instruction culturally sensitive 
and linguistically appropriate. Finally, they suggest that the standards provide tools to 
support implementation, including evidence based programs, assessment, and 
professional development.  
Effectiveness of Social Emotional Learning Programs 
  Despite the fact that comprehensive SEL standards are not yet widespread, many 
social emotional programs exist and have been evaluated for effectiveness. In fact, there 
have been at least 500 evaluations of different SEL programs, many of which show 
positive outcomes for SEL (Weissberg, Durlak, Doomitrovich & Gullotta, 2015). The 
2013 CASEL Guide: Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programs, Preschool and 
Elementary School Edition, in its review of SEL programs, identified 23 programs as 
being “CASEL Select” programs, 19 of which are at the elementary level. Those 
programs met their criteria for being evidence-based programs, including addressing all 
five areas of SEL and providing training and implementation support to schools 
(http://www.casel.org/guide). In another analysis of 213 SEL programs for K-12 students, 
outcomes showed improved social emotional skills in students, in addition to an 11-
percentile-point gain in academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). One of CASEL 
Select programs, MindUp, was evaluated by researchers Schonert-Reichl, Oberle, 
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Lawlor, Abbott, Thomson, Oberlander and Diamond in 2015. It was found to have 
positive outcomes including increased empathy and perspective taking, as well as 
increased pro-social behaviors in students, after only fifteen 40-50 minute lessons. 
Students and teachers noted the program made students more kind and respectful to 
others, and more able to understand the perspectives of others. MindUp is broken into 
four “units” that include learning about the role the brain plays in emotions and behavior, 
mindfulness activities that include focusing on listening/seeing skills, and perspective 
taking lessons that include reading and discussing short sections of text. The last unit 
focuses on performing kind acts. Another CASEL Select program, Promoting Alternative 
Thinking Strategies (PATHS), for use in preschool through grade six, consists of 40-52 
lessons per grade level and it promotes conflict resolution, emotion regulation, empathy, 
and responsible decision making. PATHS has shown increased positive social behavior, 
improved social and emotional attitudes and skills, and reduced conduct problems. The 
program utilizes puppets, video lessons, role-play, and stories that focus on feelings and 
emotions. PATHS was implemented in the Cleveland Metropolitan School District in the 
2009-2010 school year. Through survey data collection, The American Institute for 
Research (2013) conducted an evaluation of the district’s implementation of PATHS in 
order to measure social emotional growth in PATHS classrooms over time. Results 
showed improved social emotional competence in students. However, teachers reported 
that they struggled with fitting the lessons into the school day due to academic demands, 
and they expressed concerns about losing instructional time to prepare for standardized 
testing (Faria, Kendziora, Brown, O’Brien & Osher, 2013). While many universal SEL 
programs, such as those discussed, show some positive outcomes in social emotional 
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skills, many do not address academic standards. In addition, being free-standing 
programs, they are not integrated within the school’s curriculum. For example, a review 
of The 2013 CASEL Guide by this researcher showed that only six SEL programs in the 
elementary grades include ways to directly address ELA standards. The remainder only 
suggest ways to address academics (The 2013 CASEL Guide). Furthermore, many 
schools do not know how to choose a stand-alone SEL program due to unclear guidelines 
on how to do so (Weaver, Brown, Weddle, & Aalsma, 2013). Moreover, stand-alone 
programs are not as prioritized as academic instruction, and lessons are often skipped due 
to tight schedules (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). In addition, studies show that many schools 
have poor implementation of stand-alone SEL programs due to reasons such as not 
continuing the program after the pilot, lack of administrator support, lack of training, or 
lack of teacher buy-in (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2002; Ringwalt et al., 2009, as cited 
in Durlak et al., 2011). Fortunately, research shows that teaching empathy does not need 
to be within a subscribed program to be effective. Even short paragraphs of relevant text 
can be used to teach emotional competencies and it can be incorporated in the curriculum 
(Enloe, Jacob & Wadlington, 2012). The next section addresses the use of picture books 
and critical literacy instruction as an approach to teach empathy and social awareness.   
Using Picture Books to Teach Social Emotional Skills    
             In this research, ways that picture books and critical literacy instruction can help 
promote empathy development in young children was investigated. Picture books are 
particularly useful for teaching at the early elementary level because they include 
engaging illustrations and a limited number of concepts and words (Morgan, 2009). 
Because both the text and illustrations can be discussed, they are helpful for students to 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  36 
consider the feelings of characters (Johnston, Bainbridge & Shariff, 2007). According to 
Strasser & Seplocha (2007), picture books (fiction or non-fiction) are usually 32 pages in 
length, and they can contain photographs, paintings, drawings, or collage, with both the 
text and the illustrations being equally important. As Strasser & Seplocha (2007) point 
out, another important element in picture books is the child's personal association with 
the book. As children read texts, they have personal conversations with the stories, using 
their learning to shape their ideals and judgments. In the paragraphs that follow, this 
research discusses connections that children make with texts and how these connections 
can help them develop the ability to empathize. Also examined are critical literacy 
practices and how they support empathy learning. Finally, culturally responsive texts are 
discussed. These are an important consideration when planning empathy instruction. This 
section is broken down into two areas: 1) Picture books and social imagination, and 2) 
Critical literacy strategies for teaching empathy.  
Picture Books and Social Imagination 
  Stories have educational power, inviting us to feel, think and judge (Gregory, 
2009). As discussed in chapter one, when students consider the feelings of characters in 
books, they have the opportunity to vicariously experience the character’s thoughts and 
feelings. This ability to imagine the thoughts and feelings of others is known as social 
imagination, also referred to as social understanding or social awareness. Social 
imagination is a critical skill that supports the social emotional well-being of children 
(Johnston, 1993, as cited in Lysaker & Tonge, 2013). Picture books offer educators a 
medium for developing social imagination in students. As children engage in the reading 
of picture books, they make personal connections with characters, and they gain insight 
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on how the characters might think, feel, and act (Lysaker & Tongue, 2013). Lysaker & 
Tongue (2013), link this idea to Rosenblatt’s transactional theory (1965/1985), which 
maintains that the reader’s personal response to stories helps construct meaning during 
reading. In fact, Rosenblatt (1965/1985) posits that the aesthetic reading or making 
reading personal can foster social sensitivities. Since children do not necessarily 
differentiate characters in books as different from real life, they can experience the 
emotions of characters as if they were real (Nikolajeva, 2013). In summary, children feel 
as though they have truly experienced knowing the characters and understanding their 
feelings.  
  By reading and discussing concepts in picture books, teachers can address 
emotional literacy and help students develop empathy for others. As Gregory (2009) 
asserts, stories influence our social attitudes and our understanding (or misunderstanding) 
of others, including women, people with disabilities, ethnic groups, and racial minorities. 
Mark Barnett, a developmental psychologist at Kansas State University, recommends that 
teachers use characters in books to develop affective empathy in order to reduce 
aggressive behavior (Reddy, 2014). According to a recent study on the use of Harry 
Potter novels to improve attitudes toward stigmatized groups, students are able to 
improve their attitudes, take the perspective of others, and enhance their literacy levels 
and prosocial behaviors simply through reading and interaction with literature (Vezzali, 
Stathi, Giovannini, Capozza & Trifiletti, 2014). One program, the 4R’s (Reading, 
Writing, Respect and Resolution), utilizes such an approach, using reading selections that 
represent various cultures and integrating literacy instruction including the reading aloud 
of picture books (http://www.morningsidecenter.org/4rs-research-study). A study funded 
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by funded by the U.S. Department of Education, the federal Centers for Disease Control, 
and the W.T. Grant Foundation examined the effects of this program in nine schools in 
New York City, compared to nine schools assigned as control schools. Their findings 
showed positive outcomes in children's social, emotional, and academic competence, in 
addition to positive effects on classroom climate (Jones, Brown & Aber, 2011).  
  The teaching of empathy through picture books begins with the relevance of the 
picture books themselves; ones that are relatable to children and that lend themselves to 
taking the perspectives of others. Teasing and bullying are issues that all students can 
relate. Every student has either witnessed teasing or bullying behaviors or experienced 
teasing or bullying personally. Laminack and Wadsworth (2012), explain that bullying 
behaviors can be both direct and indirect and they can include refusing to talk to 
someone, excluding someone from a group or making them feel left out, and whispering 
behind someone’s back. Texts that show these scenarios can offer students the 
opportunity to take the perspective of the victim and talk about what it might feel like to 
be teased for various reasons, whether it be low social status, a defining physical 
characteristic or disability, or being part of a particular ethnic group.  
 Gay (2000) refers to “culturally responsive texts” and how immersion in these 
texts can help students to value and understand diversity. Culturally responsive texts 
include representation of diverse social classes, races, ethnicities, and those with 
disabilities (Gay, 2004). In her book, Teaching and Learning In A Diverse World: 
Multicultural Education for Young Children, Ramsey (2015), includes race, culture, 
social class, economic discrimination, and gender and disability inequities within the 
scope of multicultural education. Exposure to culturally responsive texts can also 
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promote conflicts that may arise related to differences, however, a key factor is that the 
use of these texts should begin early, as children can begun to show racial intolerance at 
an early age (Bigler & Liben, 1993; Doyle & Aboud, 1995). According to Doll & 
Garrison (2013), there is another reason to build diversity within in the literature we use 
with students, and that is to help students to meet the goals of the common core 
standards, which include understanding different perspectives and cultures. Higgins 
(2002) as cited in Morgan, (2009) suggests guidelines for choosing culturally relevant 
texts. For example, characters from minority groups should not have to rely on the 
majority culture in order to be successful, people of color should hold important positions 
and solve problems in the stories, and illustrations should not appear stereotypical in any 
way. Furthermore, speech should accurately represent the dialogue of the group being 
portrayed, and heroines and heroes should help their own groups and not necessarily the 
majority culture. One example of a book that addresses social class (homelessness) is Fly 
Away Home (1993) by Eve Bunting. In this story a homeless boy lives in an airport with 
his father. He moves from place to place in the airport, trying not to be noticed. This text 
was used in Lysaker & Tonge’s (2011) study how relationally oriented reading 
instruction can promote social imagination. Page one of the text states: My dad and I live 
in an airport. That’s because we don’t have a home, and an airport is better than the 
streets. We are careful not to get caught. The illustrations show security guards and 
others standing in an airport. Another text by Bunting, One Green Apple, (2006), 
addresses ethnic diversity, telling the story of a young Muslim immigrant who is on a 
field trip with her classmates at an apple orchard. Page six shows the girl, Farah, sitting 
on a wagon with four other students. The boy next to her has his arms pulled toward him, 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  40 
his eyes down. The text states: The students know each other, but they don’t know me and 
I don’t know them. I can’t understand them when they speak, and I can’t speak to them. 
Some are friendly. But some look at me coldly and smile cruel smiles. I hear my country 
mentioned, not fondly. Using texts such as these offer teachers the opportunity to help 
students take the perspectives of the characters by examining and discussing both the 
visual images and the text. It gives them the opportunity to, as Gregory (2009) states, 
think and feel, and judge, while developing a relationship with the characters.   
Critical Literacy Strategies in the Teaching of Empathy 
  As children grow and develop, they begin to notice differences in others and 
begin to make judgments that could precede prejudices toward others (Skolnick, Dulberg 
& Maestre, 2004). By developing critical thinking skills, students become more 
thoughtful and open-minded, more able to change their thinking (Skolnick, Dulberg & 
Maestre, 2004). However, solely reading relevant texts and engaging in critical 
discussions is not enough to help students to develop empathy and more pro-social 
attitudes and behaviors. Students need to make connections to their own lives, and they 
need direction from a teacher. According to Booth (2005), few children will be able to 
identify and examine topics such as racism or bigotry on their own. They need a teacher 
to help them discuss these issues and make connections to their lives. In addition, 
children need to do more than response activities, such as to write about their favorite 
part of the story (Harste, 2002). They need to consider what social action they might take 
or how they will position themselves in the world. They also need to interact with others 
in critical discussions and interactions with other students. It is during these interactions 
that learning occurs (Booth, 2005; Freire, 1970). Critical thinking work can begin as early 
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as kindergarten, as children compare texts to their own lives and consider different 
perspectives (Hughes, 2007). This can include critical talk, debating ideas, and discussing 
opinions (Luke, 2015). These types of critical conversations can help students discuss and 
consider important social issues, such as poverty (Chafel, Flint, Hammel & Pomeroy, 
2007). Below, I examine dimensions of critical literacy and describe critical practices that 
support empathic learning.  
Dimensions of Critical Literacy 
  According to Lewison, Flint and Sluys (2002), there are four dimensions of 
critical literacy. These are: disrupting a common situation or understanding (seeking to 
understand the text or situation in more or less detail to gain perspective), interrogating 
multiple viewpoints (perspective taking), focusing on sociopolitical issues (thinking 
about power in relationships between and among people), and taking action and 
promoting social justice. These areas relate to the Thinking-Feeling Spiral outlined by 
Skolnick, Dulberg and Maestre, in their book, Through Other eyes: Developing empathy 
and multicultural perspectives in the social studies (2004). The spiral consists of making 
personal and concrete connections to the topic, inquiring and imagining about someone 
else’s life, learning more about the group’s experience, and perspective taking or “acting 
as if.” These areas are described in the sections that follow.  
  Making Personal Connections. As explained previously, making personal 
connections is key for students to develop relationships with characters (Booth, 2005). 
When students make personal connections, they think about prior knowledge and 
experiences and they connect the reading to experiences in their own lives (Skolnick, 
Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). As Rosenblatt (1965/1985) explains, readers draw on past 
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experiences in order to elicit meaning from reading. She describes a two-way, reciprocal 
relationship between the reader and text, a transactional experience during which the 
reader draws on experience and background and uses new learning to make meaning 
(Rosenblatt, 1965/1985). As Harste (2002) explains, when students can relate the 
scenarios in texts to their own lives, they are more likely to take action. Connection 
stems are useful to help students make connections (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). 
Examples of connection stems include: An experience I have had like that, I felt like that 
character when, If I were that character, I would, and I remember another book about 
this. These stems can be presented to students before or after they engage in reading in 
order to help them connect the lives of the characters they are reading about to their own 
life experiences and to find common ground, which may not be evident to students from 
cursory reading.  
  Inquiring and Imagining: Shifting from Self to Other. In this part of the spiral, 
students ask other-related critical questions, such as who is this other person, how are we 
alike/different, and what do I imagine her life is like? (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 
2004). Teachers can help students to shift to other-related questions by asking them to 
think about what they know from their own experience and then asking them to imagine 
what might be true for the person or group they are reading about. To use the example 
from Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre (2004), students could be shown a picture of a student 
working in a sweatshop during the 19th century. The teacher could then ask students to 
imagine who the person is, what their life might be like, and how they are alike/different 
from that person. Picture books, with their vivid illustrations, are useful for this approach. 
Referring back to The Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010), the teacher might show the page 
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with Brian at the lunch table and ask how do you think Brian is feeling at this part? What 
do you imagine his life is like at school? How are you alike/different from Brian? 
Students then discuss their imaginings and develop their own questions (Skolnick, 
Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). Continuing with this example, students might ask why do the 
students leave Brian out? Is this fair? What makes it fair/unfair?   
  Investigating to Learn About Someone Else’s Life. In investigating to learn 
about someone else’s life (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004), students can investigate 
content resources to learn about someone else’s life or to learn about a group’s 
experience. This could include reading autobiographical or biographical sketches, diaries, 
letters, or photographs (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). An example of this work at 
the early elementary level might involve students reading about or viewing pictures of 
immigrants who come to the United States from other countries, or reading about the 
experience of migrant farm workers who move from place to place. Referring back to the 
book One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006), students could investigate the Muslim 
culture/religion to identify facts and misperceptions. By integrating content resources, 
social studies standards can be addressed, while addressing critical literacy and empathy 
building.  
  Perspective Taking. Acting “as if” or taking the perspective of others is the last 
learning experience on the spiral. According to (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004), this 
part of the spiral asks students to go beyond empathy. They must assume the identity of 
the person or group in question. The teacher then sets up specific tasks that require 
students to solve problems as that group or person. For example, students studying 
industrialization were asked to act is if they were working in a sweat shop or mill 
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(Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). Taking on the perspective of others helps one to 
more fully experience another person’s emotions and show more empathy (Knafo, Zahn-
Waxler, Davidov, Van Hulle, Robinson & Rhee, 2009). Another way to take on the 
perspective of another person or group is through Alternative Mind Portraits 
(McLaughlin & Allen, 2002, as cited in McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). Using 
Alternative Mind Portraits, students examine two points of view. For first grade students, 
McLaughlin & DeVoogd (2004) give the example of using Arthur books by Marc Brown 
and having students create a Mind Portraits for both Arthur and his sister, D.W. The mind 
portraits include a sketch of the character’s head, in which the student writes words or 
drawings to show that person’s perspective. As the authors explain, through this 
Thinking-Feeling Spiral students move from a pattern of questions, self-related questions, 
other-related questions, group-related questions, and acting as if questions. Moving 
through this spiral of questions helps students to develop empathy by helping them to 
find common ground between the characters they are reading about and themselves 
(Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). 
Relationally Oriented Reading Instruction 
  Relationally Oriented Reading Instruction (RORI) is an instructional approach 
developed by Lysaker & Tong (2013) that focuses on helping children to understand the 
thoughts, feelings, and intentions of the characters they are reading about. This approach 
includes using picture books that lend themselves to empathy work/critical discussions, in 
order to engage in reading aloud with students. Teachers also model their own 
interactions with book characters by thinking aloud so that “children see and hear what it 
is like to try to understand others (characters) during reading, hence, prompting the 
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development of social imagination” (2013). The authors also use connection stems 
(McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004, as cited in Lysaker & Tong, 2013), which are phrases to 
help students respond to text and to prepare for an RORI session. For example, if a 
teacher were using the connection stem “I wonder” to prepare for an RORI session, 
model how to imagine how a character in a book might be feeling. Referring back to the 
book The Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010), a teacher could model by showing the page 
where Brian is at the lunch table and everyone is talking about Madison’s party. The 
teacher might say, I wonder how Brian is feeling at this part in the story. I know I would 
feel left out if everyone else was invited to the party and I wasn’t. If you were Brian, what 
would you be thinking right now? In the RORI approach, the teachers would then write 
students’ responses on sticky notes and stick them onto the appropriate pages of the 
picture book to reference during reading.  
   In closing, through critical strategies, teachers can invite children to compare 
experiences of characters in texts to their own lives, while considering different 
perspectives (Hughes, 2007). Through critical talk, debating ideas, and discussing 
opinions (Luke, 2015), students can discuss and also consider important social issues 
such as poverty/social class, diversity and disabilities. Gay (2000) refers to “culturally 
responsive texts” and how immersion in these texts can help students to value and 
understand diversity. This includes representation of diverse social classes, races, 
ethnicities, and those with disabilities (Gay, 2004). Finally, critical practices specifically 
related to empathy learning include making connections, perspective taking, Investigating 
to Learn About Someone Else’s Life, Inquiring and Imagining, and Relationally Oriented 
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Reading Instruction. Utilizing these practices critical can help promote empathy 
development in young children.  
Empathy: A Key Social Emotional Skill   
  A key component of SEL that can affect prosocial behavior in students is empathy 
(Decety, 2012; Eisenberg, 2000; Findlay, Girardi, & Coplan, 2000; Salmon, 2000; and 
Van Hulle, Robinson & Rhee, 2009). Researchers distinguish between two types of 
empathy -- cognitive and affective (Garaigordobil, 2009; Deutsch & Madle, 1975; 
Feshbach, 1976, as cited in Davis, 1983; and Hoffman, 1977). Cognitive empathy allows 
one to understand another person’s emotions, but not necessarily to experience another’s 
emotions. In simple terms, cognitive empathy is knowing how a person should feel in a 
certain situation. For example, a child in class sees his friend crying after he broke his 
truck. He understands why his friend is sad. This is cognitive empathy. But cognitive 
empathy alone is not enough for a human being to elicit kindness toward another person. 
For that, affective empathy is needed as well (Davis, 1983). Affective empathy is feeling 
the emotion of another person. Using the example from above, if the child felt sad when 
his friend cried after breaking his truck, this would be affective empathy, feeling the 
emotion of another person. Pro-social involvement in bullying (also known as upstanding 
behavior or defending the victim) is positively associated with affective empathy, which 
relates to one’s ability to experience another person’s emotions (Noorden, Cillessen, 
Haselager & Bukowski, 2015). When both types of empathy are present, one is more 
inclined to act pro-socially or to help another person. 
  For children who enter school without adequate social emotional skills, or for 
those struggling with the requisite SEL skills, a wealth of research shows that empathy 
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can be taught (Durlak et al., 2011; Nelis, Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Hansenne, 2009; 
Nikolajeva, 2013; Schellinger, 2011; Womack, Marchant, & Borders, 2011). However, 
because empathy and other social emotional skills are developed at a young age (Roth-
Hanania, Davidov & Zahn-Waxler, 2011) it is important to teach these skills in the early 
grades so that children begin to develop pro-social behaviors toward others (Hepach, 
Vaish & Tomasello, 2013). Teaching empathy early can also prevent students from 
forming negative attitudes about students with differences such as disabilities (Nasatir & 
Horn, 2003) or differences in race (Bigler & Liben, 1993; Doyle & Aboud, 1995). 
According to Goleman (2015), the future teaching of SEL should focus on the explicit 
teaching of empathy or empathic concern. He asserts that human brain circuitry in the 
area of caring can be strengthened so that students are kinder to one another.  
How Adults’ Empathy Supports Empathy in Children  
  This study is framed from the perspective that adults must model empathy and 
they must convey the importance of valuing others, regardless of their differences, in 
order for children to also develop empathy. Unfortunately, many young people believe 
that parents and teachers value achievement more than they value the ability to care about 
others (Weissbourd, Jones, Ross Anderson, Kahn, & Russell, 2014). In fact, Weissbourd, 
et al., (2014) asserted that in their observations and conversations with parents, the 
message about achievement and personal happiness overshadowed their message about 
concern for others. As educators—we must value diversity ourselves before we can teach 
from this position. This involves seeking to understand and gain knowledge about the 
values and backgrounds of diverse students in our classrooms and schools, building 
caring classroom communities, and addressing cultural and ethnic diversity in our 
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instruction (Gay, 2002).  
Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs  
  A first step for teachers is to examine their own attitudes and beliefs and how 
these affect the learning that takes place in the classroom. The actions that teachers take 
and the decisions they make are affected by how they think (Clark & Yinger, 1977). 
Therefore, it is critical for teachers to value diversity and to feel empathy toward others in 
order to convey that belief in their practice and teaching decisions. However, most 
teachers’ life experiences are very different from those of the culturally diverse students 
in their classrooms, and this prevents true understanding and appreciation of students’ 
diverse life experiences (Gay, 2010). Working from limited understandings sets up 
teachers to develop faulty beliefs and negative attitudes about diverse groups and 
cultures. This can impede teaching and learning in the classroom (Gay, 2010). For 
example, teachers may make generalizations about diverse groups, including Latinos, 
Native Americans, and Asians (Landsman & Chance, 2011) or they may assume that 
poor students or students of color do not value education (Gay, 2010). Beliefs such as 
these would work against the teaching of empathy for diverse groups, as teachers would 
not be able to model their own empathy and understanding or work from their own 
assumptions. However, once teachers begin to reflect on possible biases, they can make 
transformations that support social justice in the classroom (Howard, 2006). Gay (2010) 
shared some ways that pre-service teachers have worked to change their beliefs about 
diverse students to more positive ones. One strategy asked teachers to choose role models 
from ethnic groups other than those that are typically taught (such as Martin Luther King, 
Jr., and Rosa Parks) in order to broaden their knowledge of cultural diversity. Another 
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three-stage activity required pre-service teachers to participate in self-reflection that 
asked them to consider race, ethnicity, culture, and individuality through writing. 
Students first had to free-write about their ideas on these concepts before writing a 
dialogic poem on their own ethnicity, culture, and individuality. The dialogue in the 
poem was in the voice of their self-perceptions and significant person in their lives. 
Finally, students worked as a class to identify important items to consider when exploring 
ethnic, cultural, and individual identities. Gay (2010) shared that as the pre-service 
teachers began to understand their own cultural backgrounds, they began to show deeper 
understanding of diversity, moving away from “ideological claims of color blindness” 
and exhibiting more cultural awareness (Gay, 2010).  
Developing A Culturally Diverse Knowledge Base and Curricula  
  Another aspect of culturally responsive teaching involves seeking to understand 
and gain knowledge about the values and backgrounds of diverse students in our 
classrooms and schools. It does not suffice to have a superficially understanding of 
diverse students. Rather, teachers must build knowledge about cultural heritages and 
contributions of ethnic groups (Gay, 2010). For example, of relevance to this study and 
student population is the contributions of the Latino/a community. But it is not enough to 
simply refer to the “Hispanic” culture, rather teachers must seek to understand and 
acknowledge the broad differences in the Latino/a community (Flores-Koulish, as cited in 
Landsman & Lewis, 2011). As teachers build their knowledge base, they can design 
culturally relevant curriculum and instruction, including supplying relevant literature in 
the classroom (Flores-Koulish, as cited in Landsman & Lewis, 2011). One component of 
building empathy for diverse cultures/students involves learning about the individuals 
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and their collective experiences (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004). Working from an 
educated perspective about the groups being studied, teachers can discuss contributions 
and use examples that are relevant to students. By teaching from a multicultural 
perspective, teachers invite students to connect with others of different backgrounds 
(Powell-Lambright, 2014), which supports understanding and empathy development.  
Creating Caring Classroom Communities  
Of high importance and relevance to this study is creating caring classroom 
communities in which students can learn to take the perspectives of others. By creating a 
climate that is culturally sensitive to the diverse students in the classroom, the teacher 
sends the message that diverse students matter, their stories matter, and their 
contributions are valuable to the world. Gay (2002) asserts that “culturally responsive 
caring” places teachers in partnerships with diverse students and these partnerships are 
rooted in respect and honor, with the teacher holding high expectations for achievement 
of diverse students. To expand on the concept of culturally responsive caring, it is useful 
to examine the components of care-based education, defined by Noddings (1984). These 
components, explained below, are: modeling, dialog and attention, practice, and 
confirmation.  
Modeling 
In modeling, teachers demonstrate in their actions and language what it means to 
care and show understanding, appreciation, and empathy for others. Teachers also model 
their value of multicultural students by ensuring that their classrooms contain numerous 
multicultural materials. Gay (1995) as cited in Gay, 2002 explains that such symbolic 
curriculum materials symbols, icons, celebrations, and other artifacts including bulletin 
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board displays and decorations. In addition, teachers develop a command of rituals and 
social structures that are relevant to their students and they infuse these into classroom 
discourse (Shevalier & McKenzie, 2012).  Finally, they routinely consider their responses 
to students and reflect on whether or not they could have supported the student more 
effectively. 
Dialog and Attention   
In dialog and attention, teachers engage students in conversations and work to 
build relationships with and show interest in students. This could involve asking about 
students after an absence and learning about their likes, dislikes, hobbies, and families. 
Warren (2013) refers to culturally responsive interactions, which cater to the social and 
cultural needs, norms, and preferences of diverse students. In addition, culturally 
responsive teachers work to build communities of diverse learners within the classroom. 
As Gay (2002) asserts, many students of color grow up in environments that rely on 
group efforts, rather than on individual efforts. Teachers who support cultural diversity 
take this into consideration when building community and designing learning activities.    
Practice  
  Teachers can support students in their empathy learning by giving them 
opportunities to practice empathy by working together and helping one another. 
“Teachers have a special responsibility to convey the moral importance of cooperation to 
their students” (Noddings, 2002, as cited in Shevalier and McKenzie, 2012). These 
researchers stress that effective teachers have an intuitive knowledge of ways to create a 
“moral climate” in the classroom. Some ways are through the use of games that 
emphasize kindness, and by linking kindness activities with discussions of moral and 
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ethical behavior. But as Noddings (2002) suggests, the neglect of critical thinking in 
classrooms is pervasive, often taking place only when students are problem solving in 
science or math class (p. 1). Therefore, it is crucial that teachers spread opportunities for 
critical thinking and empathy learning throughout the school day, learning to practice 
empathy and learning to think critically as a habit of mind.  
Confirmation  
             Finally, a key element of care-based education is the confirmation component, or 
focusing on students’ better selves (Noddings, 2002, as cited in Shevalier & McKenzie, 
2012). When teachers choose to see students in their best light, they find opportunities to 
confirm the best in students and they give them opportunities to show this best side. This 
could be compared with setting high expectations for learning and watching as students 
reach the expectation. When teachers set the tone that classrooms are made of a 
community of caring students who are both cared for and who also care for others, they 
support both the individual student’s well-being and the ability of students to care for and 
empathize with others.   
Closing 
  The research reviewed in this chapter informed the design of the critical literacy 
intervention in this research in broad and important ways. First, it pointed out the need 
for integrating academics and social emotional learning in schools, primarily due to 
testing demands and limited time in the school day (Durlak et al., 2011). It also outlined 
evidence-based practices for teaching SEL. These include free standing lessons such as 
discussion and role-play, and integrating academics and SEL (Durlak et al., 2011). A key 
area of this research presented ways that picture books are useful for teaching at the early 
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elementary level (Morgan, 2009) and it discussed how these texts and illustrations can 
help students consider the feelings of characters (Johnston, Bainbridge & Shariff, 2007). 
The research reviewed in this chapter also presented information on culturally responsive 
texts (Gay, 2000) and how immersion in such texts can help students value and 
understand diversity and multiple perspectives. In addition, it defined characteristics of 
culturally responsive texts, which was important information when considering 
appropriate texts in this intervention. This research also outlined dimensions of critical 
literacy, two of which (making connections and perspective taking) were highlighted in 
this intervention. Finally, this review of research considered ways that adults, such as 
teachers, can support students’ empathy development. This included creating caring 
classroom communities and building teachers’ culturally diverse knowledge base. As 
stated, in the chapter, it does not suffice to have a superficially understanding of diverse 
students. Rather, teachers must build knowledge about cultural heritages and 
contributions of ethnic groups (Gay, 2010). Although this information did not specifically 
impact the critical literacy intervention, it did inform the broader context that must be 
considered when creating school wide conditions for empathy development. These 
considerations that impacted this intervention will be elaborated on in chapter five.  
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND RATIONALE   
Kind words can be short and easy to speak, but their echoes are truly endless. 
— Mother	Teresa		
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Introduction  
  The purpose of this research was to examine ways to embed SEL into 
academic instruction through teacher-developed lessons using children’s picture 
books and critical literacy practices. Due to ongoing academic demands in 
schools, in addition to HIB requirements and social emotional learning needs, 
schools must investigate approaches that address both academics and SEL 
simultaneously (Durlak et al., 2011). By examining this process and outcomes, 
valuable information was gathered that could help to inform a more sustainable, 
meaningful approach to teaching SEL. In addition, this research addressed a gap 
in the literature on the effectiveness of teacher-developed SEL curriculum. 
Although a wealth of research exists on the effectiveness of packaged social 
emotional learning (SEL) programs, which address empathy learning, (Weissberg, 
Durlak, Doomitrovich & Gullotta, 2015) no studies were found by this researcher 
that examined how teacher-developed curriculum using picture books and critical 
literacy instruction can affect SEL and specifically empathy development in 
children. The information gained through this study helped to address that gap in 
the literature. A small pilot study was also part of this research. This researcher 
piloted the survey instrument used in the research with first grade students in 
order to gain feedback about students’ understanding of this questions being 
asked. In addition, teachers reviewed picture books and used them to teach sample 
lessons, prior to designing the final intervention, which was a four-week unit of 
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study based on five picture books and critical literacy instruction. More 
information about the pilot work is discussed in Appendix B.  
  This study utilized a mixed methods design. According to Cresswell & 
Garrett (2008), mixed methods research is appropriate when examining complex 
research questions facing educators because it allows the researcher to provide 
more scope and breadth in the study, examining both implementation and results 
(Greene, Caracelli & Graham, 1989). When designing programs or approaches as 
important as HIB prevention that relate to social betterment, a mixed-way of 
thinking can provide more depth of understanding, assessing outcomes and 
elaborating on program processes and implementation (Green, Benjamin, and 
Goodyear, 2001). Mixed methods were utilized in this study in order to provide a 
clearer picture of the effects of the intervention. Simply reporting empathy growth 
quantitatively, although useful, would not have given a broad picture of the results 
of the intervention. The writing analysis provided examples of students’ thinking 
that represented aspects of empathy. As Lincoln & Guba (1985) assert, a 
prominent piece of qualitative research is the voices and experiences of the 
participants. In this research, student writing also provided evidence of empathy 
learning that did not show up in the quantitative measure. A final rationale for 
using mixed-methods in this study was that it provides increased value 
consciousness and diversity that considers multiple values and stakeholder 
interests (Green, Benjamin, & Goodyear, 2001). This includes educational 
administrators, who may be more favorable toward quantitative outcomes 
(Johnson & Onwueguzie, 2004).  
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  This mixed methods study utilized a pre-test post-test randomized control 
group design and a textual analysis of student writing, which will be described 
more in   sections of this chapter that follow. Pre-test post-test designs are 
valuable in measuring program outcomes because they help to isolate the effect of 
the intervention. In this research, the intervention was a four-week unit of study 
utilizing critical literacy instruction and picture books. By administering pre-tests 
in this study, a baseline of empathy was determined. By establishing a baseline 
and then administering a post-test, a level of significance was determined in both 
the group with and without the intervention. Student writing was also analyzed in 
the intervention classrooms to identify and examine evidence of writer empathy. 
In the sections below, the research site, population, and participants in the study 
are described in addition the research methods, data collection, and data analysis. 
           Research Site and Population 
    This research was conducted in a rural school district located in southern New 
Jersey. The district has an enrollment of 3,700 students who are served by one high 
school, one middle school, one elementary school, and one early childhood center. The 
school district is part of an agricultural community. Farming draws migrant families and 
provides jobs for some families. All correspondence that is sent home to families is in 
English and Spanish. The town has a strong Italian presence, with many families having 
descendants from Italy. According to the 2010 census, there were 14,791 residents of the 
town. It has a downtown area with restaurants and businesses, and there are several 
festivals throughout the year, including an Italian festival that dates back to 1875. English 
as a second language (ESL) instruction is provided to English Language Learners 
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(ELL’s) in all schools. PARCC scores for grades 3-5 indicated that 40% of students met 
or exceeded expectations in ELA and 37% of students met or exceeded expectations in 
math.7 Detailed information about the early childhood center is discussed below. 
Enrollment at the early childhood education center (the research site) is approximately 
500 students: 200 in kindergarten, 200 in grade one, and 100 in preschool. Preschool 
consists of two half-day sessions, one morning session and one afternoon session. 
Reading assessment information from students in kindergarten and first grade indicated 
that approximately 68% of students in kindergarten and first grade general education 
classrooms are meeting grade level expectations in reading.8 Discipline referrals are 
minimal at this level, and generally consist of minor issues. There was one confirmed 
HIB case at the early childhood center during 2015-2016 and no confirmed HIB cases 
during the 2016-2017 school year. There are 30 teachers at the early childhood education 
center--28 are female, two are male, 27 are white, and three are Hispanic. Of the 30 
teachers, 24 are tenured and six are non-tenured, having been at the early childhood 
center under four years. Demographic data for the 2014-2015 school year indicated that 
73.5% of students speak English, 26.2% of students speak Spanish, 20% of students are 
English Language Learners, 11% of students have a disability, 59.8% of students are 
white, 33.9% of students are Hispanic, and 53.3% of students are economically 
disadvantaged. Students come from a variety of backgrounds and experiences, and 
students are heterogeneously grouped in classrooms based on achievement and gender.  
       Participants  
                                                
7 This data was from 2014-2015, the first year of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and 
Careers (PARCC) test. District scores were close to the state average in both ELA and math. 
 
8 Results are from March, 2016, based on the Fountas & Pinnell literacy assessment. These results did not include the 
bilingual classrooms.  
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  58 
    All first grade classrooms at the research site participated in this study (excluding 
one bilingual classroom) for a total of 108 first grade children (50 in the control group 
and 58 in the experimental group) between the ages of 6 and 7 years old in eight 
classrooms. The participants were roughly equal in gender, being 57% male and 51% 
female. Of the 108 students in the study, 53 received free or reduced lunch, and 55 did 
not. A random selection procedure was used to select four classrooms from the eight for 
the intervention group. The remaining four classrooms served as the control group. All 
parents or guardians of eligible children received a letter outlining the project and 
requesting signed permission for their children to be participants. Since students are 
grouped heterogeneously in classrooms by academic level, students of varying 
achievement levels participated in the study. Special education students in general 
education classrooms and English Language Learners (ELL) were included in the study, 
as they are part of the first grade population in the general education classrooms. Students 
in the intervention rooms whose parents declined participation or those who did not 
return permissions participated in the empathy lessons but did not participate in the pre-
testing and post-testing used to measure empathy learning.9 The total sample was 108 
students. It should be noted that all students in first grade received the lessons in the 
study to ensure an equitable curriculum and access to all teacher-created lessons. 
Students in control rooms received these lessons after this study was finalized.   
 
 Research Methods  
                                                
9 One parent declined participation in the study.113 permission forms were returned and 39 were not 
returned.108 students comprised the final sample.     
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  The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1980) modified by Garton & 
Gringart (2005), served as the pre-test/post-test, quantitative measure in this study. 
Researchers measure empathy in a variety of ways using different scales, including self-
reporting measures and picture stories, depending on the age of the participants 
(Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). Non-verbal methods such as facial indexes and physiological 
indexes that measure empathy can also be used in young children. After investigation of 
empathy measurement tools, it was determined that a self-reporting empathy measure 
was best suited for this study. A self-report can be easily administered to large groups of 
children and be scored relatively quickly. Furthermore, no special equipment is needed 
other than pencil and paper. Several self-reporting measures aside from the IRI were 
considered for this study including Bryant’s Index of Empathy (1982), and the Basic 
Empathy Scale (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2005). The Basic Empathy Scale was eliminated 
because it was created for use with adolescents ages ten and older (Cohen & Strayer, 
1996). Bryant’s Index of Empathy was developed for a wide range of students, including 
young children (Bryant, 1982), however, this measure was eliminated because the this 
researcher felt that the questions did not relate strongly enough to the intervention, which 
stresses empathy building for fictional characters in texts. Measures based on parent 
observations or reports were not considered for this study due to concerns about parent 
participation. As with any measurement, there are advantages and disadvantages to each 
method. For example, self-reports are easy to administer, however there may be problems 
with reliability because respondents may answer based on how they want to be seen, 
rather than on their actual feelings (Strayer, 1983, as cited in Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). 
Physiological indexes require equipment, which is not readily available and could be 
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frightening to children, and facial indexes may be difficult to interpret (Strayer, 1983, as 
cited in Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). Piloting the IRI with first grade students, making 
slight modifications in wording, and creating training questions to support students’ 
understanding of using the tool helped to strengthen the rationale for the appropriateness 
of this instrument for this study. (See Appendix B for information about findings from 
the pilot study.)  
  Researchers are in agreement that empathy is multi-faceted and includes both 
cognitive and affective components (Davis, 1983). The Interpersonal Reactivity Index 
(IRI) was developed by Davis (1980) in order to measure and understand empathy in 
adults (Garton & Gringart, 2005) based on these components. The IRI measures four 
different but related constructs: Perspective Taking (PT) the tendency to spontaneously 
adopt the psychological point of view of others; Fantasy (F), which measures 
participants’ tendencies to transpose themselves imaginatively into the feelings and 
actions of fictitious characters in books, movies, and plays; Empathic Concern (EC), 
which assesses other-oriented feelings of sympathy and concern for others; and Personal 
Distress (PD), which measures self-oriented feelings of personal anxiety and unease in 
tense interpersonal settings (Davis, 1983). The version of the IRI for use in this study was 
modified by Garton and Gringart in 2005 for use with eight and nine year old children 
and was reduced from 28 questions to 18 questions.10 It was e-mailed to this researcher 
by Allison Garton, on January 17, 2016. Ms. Garton indicated in her email that other 
                                                
10 According to Garton & Gringart (2005), modifications to the IRI included revising the questions using 
more child-friendly language, removing original question #16 due to lack of children’s understanding, and 
removing reverse-coded items based on numerous questions by children about these items. Finally, 
multivariate outliers were removed, leaving 18 items in their revised version for 8- and 9-year-old children.   
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researchers have previously read the questions to students and she recommended reading 
the questions for this study, as it would be used with slightly younger children.  
 For consistency, this researcher conducted the IRI in each of the eight classrooms in the 
study.  It was read orally by this researcher and collected after administration. To ensure 
that all students knew how to use the scale used in the IRI, each teacher was given a four-
question sample survey to use with students in order to each them how to use the scale. 
This practice with the scale took place in all classrooms approximately five days prior to 
the actual survey. The teacher drew a model of the scale used in the survey on the board 
and modeled step-by-step how to shade in the answer. A short script was read before 
administration of the IRI to gain student consent. (See Appendix C for the IRI and script.) 
Students checked off yes or no to indicate consent. If students asked questions to clarify 
understanding during the administration of the IRI, the same examples/answers were give 
in each classroom for consistency. At the culmination of the unit of study, this researcher 
conducted the post-tests using the IRI in each of the classrooms using the same method 
that was used for the pre-tests.      
  Students’ writing in the experimental group was analyzed in this study to 
determine patterns that might show how students exhibit empathy learning in their 
writing. Analyzing student writing during research involves examining data, breaking it 
down, categorizing it, and generating a theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In addition, it 
can entail using the data and developing categories to make connections to the 
quantitative data (Boeije, 2002). This method, known as the Constant Comparative 
Method (CCM) has been used previously to identify and explain empathy in children’s 
writing. Lysaker & Tonge (2013) organized student writing into a typology to reflect 
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empathy/social imagination from simple student responses (I feel sorry for you) to more 
complex responses (I know how you feel. I felt that way one time when …) Brill (2004) 
identified ways that children showed empathy in their writing through a textual analysis 
in which he looked for patterns in students’ writing. After analyzing students’ writing, he 
created categories to show patterns of ways that students showed empathy. For example, 
students showed identification with a character and alignment with the character’s 
feelings in the sentence, I was scared of spiders too. This research followed Brill’s (2004) 
method by looking for patterns in students’ writing and then creating categories reflective 
of these patterns.  For example, in some writing responses, students created dialogue 
based on what they thought characters might be thinking or saying. These responses were 
coded as imaginary scenarios. More detailed information about the writing analysis is 
discussed in data analysis section of this chapter.  
       Data Collection 
  IRI’s were collected by this researcher after administration in each classroom. The 
qualitative data for analysis were a small collection of student writing produced by the 
first grade children in the intervention classrooms. Student notebooks were collected in 
order to analyze writing. Students were required to write in their “empathy notebooks” 
periodically throughout the treatment.  Students in the experimental rooms wrote an 
average of six entries over the course of the treatment. The writing consisted of written 
responses from prompts provided by teachers, and in many cases, student drawings 
accompanied the writings. Three student notebooks were chosen randomly from each 
gender group in each intervention classroom. This totaled six notebooks from four 
classrooms for a total of 24 notebooks. This number is comparable to the sample in a 
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similar study conducted by Brill (2004), discussed previously, which utilized 33 student 
writing samples to identify patterns in student writing that showed empathy.  
                                                               Intervention 
Research supports the benefits of using short interventions with literature to teach 
improved attitudes toward other (often stigmatized) groups (Vezzali, Stathi, Giovannini, 
Capozza & Trifiletti, 2015; Vezzali, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2012). For example, Vezzali, 
et al. (2015) found that students (average age 12.81) who read one intercultural book 
during the summer had lower prejudice than students who did not. Another study by 
Vezzali et al. (2012) showed improved attitudes toward stigmatized groups after an 
intervention of reading sections of Harry Potter texts during six sessions over six weeks. 
A series of quantitative studies by Cameron & Rutland and colleagues (as cited by 
Vezzali, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2012) showed improved attitudes in students toward 
students in other groups after an intervention of six sessions of story reading. Drawing on 
this research, the intervention consisted of approximately 15 lessons that involved 
critically examining five picture books. The teacher-created lessons took place during the 
literacy block and consisted of critical literacy practices emphasizing perspective taking 
and writing about situations in the texts. Sample learning tasks included critical 
discussions about key events in stories, imagining oneself in situations that characters 
were facing, writing from characters’ points of view, and identifying, writing about, and 
discussing empathetic or non-empathetic actions in characters and in real life. The 
lessons in the unit of study were developed collaboratively among the four teachers in the 
experimental classrooms over the course of the unit. The teachers met before the unit and 
during each week of the unit, during the school day in order to collaborate and plan. 
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Sample lessons written by this researcher were provided to teachers with goals and 
academic standards. Teachers chose the final texts used in the study, and they developed 
the final lessons. Teachers also planned a culminating activity, which included making an 
“empathy quilt” with art/writing from each experimental classroom. Prior to the unit of 
study, this researcher met with teachers to review research on social emotional learning, 
critical literacy practices, and to discuss research that supports the use of picture books in 
the teaching of empathy. The writing tasks were assigned by teachers over the course of 
the treatment. Because teachers created the plans collaboratively during weekly meetings, 
but individualized them for their specific classes, the assignments/prompts differed 
somewhat from classroom to classroom. Figure 3 shows a summary of a lesson plan and 
writing task that was part of the unit of study. 
 
 
Figure 3.  Summary of a lesson plan and writing task from the intervention  
 
Children’s Book Critical Literacy    
Strategies 
Writing Task/Prompt 
Each Kindness by 
Jacqueline Woodson 
 
Summary of the text:  
Chloe won't play with 
Maya, who wears hand-
me-down clothing. Maya 
plays alone and stops 
coming to school. Chloe's 
teacher gives a lesson 
about kindness. She 
wishes for another chance 
to be kind to Maya, but it 
is too late. 
Critical Conversations 
Perspective Taking  
 
Discussion Prompts:  
• Why did/didn’t 
you like the 
ending?  
• How could the 
ending have been 
different? 
• Let’s think about 
the story from 
Maya’s 
perspective.  
Write about what regrets Chloe 
is feeling now that Maya is 
gone.    
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 After listening to the text, Each Kindness, read aloud by their teachers, students 
took part in conversations with their peers about the book. This gave them an opportunity 
to examine the text from the point of view of different characters and also to consider 
how the text could have ended differently. After participating in these discussions, 
students wrote in their empathy notebooks. They were asked to write about how what 
regrets Chloe had after Maya had left. Figure 4 shows one student’s writing and drawing 
in response this task. 
                            
 
 
Figure 4. Student writing response from empathy lesson: Chloe’s regrets where she made 
fun of Mya. She did not smile when Maya smiled. She would not play with Mya. She was 
really rude at Mya. She said mean stuff about Maya. She was always disrespectful to 
others. She was also a rule breaker. Chloe was so so ungrateful. She was hurting Maya’s 
feelings. She was a bad bully. She is so so greedy and grumpy. Then she thought about 
what she did because Maya didn’t come back to school. (In the speech bubble): Maya, 
come back.  
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Data Analysis 
Quantitative Analysis  
  In pre-test post-test designs, differences between means of groups are compared 
to determine if there is a statistical difference among those groups. Level of significance 
is determined through t-tests, which are statistical tests that are used to compare mean 
scores of groups to determine if there is a significant difference. In this research, student 
questionnaires (the IRI) was used for the pre and post-tests. T-tests were performed with 
the statistical package SPSS. Alpha was set at p < .05 for all significance tests. There 
were three t-tests. In the control group, pre-test and post-tests were compared. These tests 
provided evidence to answer the following question and sub questions:  
1. Do students who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores?  
a. Among children in the intervention group, are post-intervention empathy scores 
different from pre-invention empathy scores?   
b. Do children who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores than 
children in the control group?    
  No significant difference was predicted due to no intervention in this group. Pre-
tests and post-tests were also compared in the experimental group. A statistical 
significance was predicted here due to the intervention with this group. Finally, post-tests 
were compared in the experimental and control groups. A level of significance was 
expected between these groups due to the empathy intervention with the experimental 
group. In sum, if results in either of the experimental comparisons were p < .05, it could 
be concluded that the empathy intervention positively affected empathy learning. If 
results were p  > .05, in either of the experimental comparisons, it could be concluded 
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that the empathy intervention had no affect on empathy learning. Variables included 
students’ socio-economic status, which was determined based whether or not they 
received free or reduced lunch, and students’ gender.  
Qualitative Analysis  
  Student writing is useful in showing specific examples in students’ own words of 
ways they take the perspective of others. The writing gathered in this research showed 
specific ways students showed perspective taking in relationship to empathy learning, 
answering the second research question in this study:  
2. How do first grade students show empathy in their writing? 
   As discussed previously, this process of analyzing student writing consisted of 
highlighting key terms and developing categories reflective of these terms, following 
Brill’s (2004) research. In the Brill study (2004), three categories were developed to 
classify student writing. These areas, Writing In Role, Imaginary Scenarios, and Writer 
Empathy, were developed by considering how the writing task itself provided a 
framework for imaginative and empathetic responses (Brill, 2004). These categories 
provided a beginning point for analyzing student writing in this study. As the writing was 
analyzed by reading each piece of student writing in each notebook and looking for key 
words or phrases that showed empathy, the researcher considered whether the writing fit 
into any of these categories. In addition, this research was open to any new categories 
that may have emerged. One new category did emerge. This was Identifying Empathic v. 
Non-Empathic Actions. In these sections of text, students wrote about empathetic actions 
that characters took in the books, or they wrote about empathetic actions from real life. 
During the analysis, it was determined that one of Brill’s (2004) categories, Writing in 
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Role was not relevant to the writing in this study. In this category, students either 
assumed a persona construction or they explicitly positioned themselves. When writing in 
role, students wrote letters as a they were a different person, not themselves (persona 
construction), (I was a bit surprised by your reaction to that. I have to say, a grown man 
like yourself, scared of such little creatures … It's absurd that you should think (they are) 
so dangerous!) or they assumed a specific role in order to show a sense of authority (I'm a 
collector of spiders).  This type of writing was not identified in this research. The final 
categories identified in this analysis are shown in Figure 5 and explained briefly below.  
1. Identifying empathic and non-empathic actions: Students identified what they 
thought were empathic or non-empathic actions in the characters they read about 
and real life. 
2. Imaginary scenario: Students created dialogue based on what they thought 
characters might be thinking or saying in situations that warranted empathetic 
responses. They either proposed actions that would help the character or they 
inferred the characters feelings.    
3. Writer Empathy: Students explicitly showed empathy in their writing by writing 
about characters they felt empathy for (or felt sorry for) and why.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.  Categories and sub categories of student writing  
 
Category  Sub Category  
 1. Identify empathic and non-empathic     
actions 
• In characters 
• In real life 
2.  Imaginary scenarios • Inferred feelings   
• Proposed actions 
3. Writer Empathy • Empathy with characters in stories  
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  Coding: The categories and sub-categories  
 
  The sub categories were developed based on the three categories discussed in 
order to further explain how student writers showed empathy. For example, in category 
one, identifying empathetic v. non-empathetic action, students referred to either 
characters in the texts or in real life situations. These two sub-categories of in characters 
and in real life were created to reflect these areas. In category two, imaginary scenarios, 
students either made inferences about the stories, or they discussed what they or the 
characters could have done in different situations. In this category, the sub-categories of 
inferred feelings and proposed actions were created. Finally, in category three, writer 
empathy, writers referred to having empathy for characters in the story. The sub-
category of empathy with characters was created. After analyzing the sample of 
notebooks following Brill’s (2004) process, the coding frame was established (Figure 6), 
and then each piece of writing in each notebook was then read again and were 
categorized into the corresponding sub categories using a simple chart. A full discussion 
of this process and findings is presented in chapter four.  
  The final analysis in this study focused on what lessons can be learned from this 
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in Creswell, 2012). It consisted of the 
researcher personally reflecting about the meaning of the data and what teaching 
implications it may have for the research site and also for any school seeking ways to 
infuse SEL with academic learning. This reflection is discussed in chapter five of this 
research.  
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Positionality  
Researcher bias and subjectivity are an inherent part of the research process. Our 
interests, beliefs, and experiences all play a part not only in our choice of research topic, 
but in our methods, procedures, and the innumerable decisions made throughout the 
process (Chenail, 2011). However, as responsible researchers, we must consider our own 
biases and role in the research process in order to ensure accuracy and honesty to the best 
of our ability. This begins with voicing our prejudices, considering them, and taking steps 
to monitor any biases that could compromise the integrity of the research (Chenail, 2011; 
Norris, 1997;). As this researcher reflects on personal interests and biases, and also the 
reasons to pursue this research, it is acknowledged that the researcher has a strong belief 
that sharing stories with children can help them to understand and appreciate the 
experiences of others and help them consider topics of social justice. Also acknowledged, 
is the researcher’s personal, rewarding experiences with using stories in the classroom to 
promote empathy learning. The researcher acknowledges that positive results are hoped 
for through this research. However, the researcher submits that if her reality and not that 
of the subjects (Chenail, 2011) is reflected, nothing is added to the field and the work is 
compromised. Chenail’s stance that we start thinking like a researcher when we start 
questioning what we know and what we believe, helps me to remember that my decisions 
must be based on ethical, established research practices, not my personal interpretations 
or prejudice. Therefore, I embarked on this research as a learner, seeking to learn what 
my subjects would be teaching me (Chenail, 2011).  
A first step in avoiding bias in this research was in the design itself. Classroom 
selection was randomized in order to avoid any bias regarding participation. To avoid any 
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perception of coercion, this researcher explained to teachers that participation was 
completely optional. If teachers wanted to participate as the experimental group, they put 
their name into a hat for random drawing of names. All teachers chose to participate and 
they entered their names into a random drawing, which took place on the first day of 
school. When analyzing student writing, this researcher acknowledges that subjectivity 
was a potential concern, in both descriptive validity and interpretation (Huberman, & 
Miles, 2002). Which writing this researcher chose to include, or not include, and how the 
writing was interpreted was subject to bias. In order to avoid bias in interpretation, this 
researcher used students’ exact words in all descriptions. In addition, a critical friend 
(Norris, 1997) was enlisted to review interpretations of students’ writing in order to help 
consider alternatives, identify blind spots, or bring to light judgments that may have 
reflected the researcher’s prejudices (Norris, 1997). Finally, this researcher acknowledges 
the dual role as principal and researcher at the research site during the 2016-2017 school 
year. The first priority was the well-being of all students. No student or family was 
penalized or looked negatively upon in any way for not participating in this research. 
Students did not receive any grade for participating, nor did they receive any special 
recognition. Additionally, for the 2016-2017 school year, the researcher did not formally 
observe classroom teachers who were part of the experimental group in the study. In 
closing, researcher bias and subjectivity is a natural part of the research process. 
However, a first step in conducting honest and accurate research is acknowledging and 
bringing to light these biases and taking feasible steps toward validity and ethical 
decision making. The steps the researcher took included randomization of classrooms that 
participated, reflecting on experiences and acknowledging biases brought to this research, 
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and enlisting a critical friend to bring forth any potential concerns. Finally, as the 
building principal, this researcher considered the first ethical obligation, as the well-being 
of students. No student was penalized in any way for not participating in the research and 
no student was looked upon more favorably for participation. With these measures and 
continual reflection throughout the process, the researcher is confident of having 
produced honest, credible research through this study.  
Ethical Considerations  
  Several ethical considerations were addressed in this research. First, steps were 
taken to ensure students’ privacy. IRI’s were collected by this researcher after 
administration, put into manila envelopes labeled with classroom numbers, and put into a 
locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office at the research site. Students were 
identified by number on each survey, which also indicated their classroom number. 
Corresponding classroom teachers and students’ names were kept by the researcher in an 
Excel document on a password-protected computer and backed up on a password 
protected flash drive kept in the researcher’s locked filing cabinet. Student notebooks 
were collected at the end of the intervention for analysis. These were numbered and kept 
in a locked filing cabinet. Student data (IRI’s and student’s demographic information) 
will be stored on an encrypted password protected device and kept for 7 years after last 
child turns 18, in accordance with Drexel University policy. Students whose parents 
chose not to allow their children to participate in the study were not penalized in any 
way. As stated previously, all students received the lessons that were part of the 
intervention at a later point in the school year after the conclusion of the study, so as not 
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to exclude any student from acquiring the skills, strategies, and social emotional learning 
opportunities that were part of this study. 
                                                                 Approvals 
  This researcher received IRB approval before conducting this study. IRB approval 
is necessary whenever a human subject is involved in research. Approval was also 
received from the board of education and superintendent at the research site. Parents of 
students in the study were informed about the research and gave consent for their children 
to participate. (See Appendix C) All children also provided assent to participate in the 
study. Finally, all first grade teachers gave consent to participate.  
                                                                  Summary 
 This research utilized a mixed-methods approach to examine whether or not first 
grade students who received empathy instruction using picture books and critical literacy 
instruction had higher levels of empathy than students who did not receive the 
intervention. This information could be helpful to schools in New Jersey that are seeking 
resources for HIB. It could also inform practices for addressing academic standards while 
simultaneously addressing HIB prevention and creating cultures of kindness in schools. 
The quantitative method utilized the IRI, a survey tool for assessing empathy, and the 
qualitative measure consisted of analyzing children’s writing for evidence of empathy. 
All student and teacher information were kept strictly confidential and permissions were 
secured through the Drexel University IRB, the board of education, teachers, parents of 
students in the study, and students themselves. The researcher did not formally evaluate 
teachers who were part of the experimental group, in order to avoid risks of coercion or 
perceived coercion.  Analysis consisted of both quantitative and qualitative measures. 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  74 
Results of these analyses are fully discussed in chapter four, and recommendations and 
interpretations of the results are discussed in chapter five.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  75 
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS  
  If you were a bystander, how could you fix the situation? I would say ‘we need to be nice.’ 
— Dylan, age 7 
Findings 
Introduction 
  Although school is a place where all children should be nurtured and protected, 
for some children school is not an emotionally safe place. In fact, attending school can 
cause internal conflict and tension for some children, due to bullying by their peers. 
(Harwood & Copfer, 2015). Bullying not only involves verbal intimidation, such as 
name-calling, but it can involve leaving someone out on purpose, spreading rumors, or 
embarrassing someone in public. (stopbullying.gov). Students who are bullied may 
experience depression, anxiety, or even commit suicide. In 2010, school bullying led to 
student suicides across the country including in New Jersey (New Jersey Department of 
Education: Anti-bullying Bill of Rights Act, March 2012 Amendment P.L. 2012, c.1; 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services). As discussed earlier in this research, 
current legislation mandates renewed focus on social emotional learning (SEL) in schools 
in order to help prevent harassment, intimidation, and bullying (HIB), however, academic 
demands limit the time that schools have to dedicate to SEL (Devaney, Utne O'Brien, 
Tavegia, & Resnik, 2005; Goleman, 2006). To complicate matters, most schools are not 
provided with clear guidelines on exactly how teach social emotional skills (Weaver, 
Brown, Weddle & Aalsma, 2013). Without a clear path to follow, schools struggle with 
creating meaningful, sustainable programs (Jones & Bouffard, 2012) that are tied to their 
own climate and mission of their schools. (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones & Bouffard, 2012). 
Schools need information on how to integrate SEL within academic instruction so that 
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lessons are not skipped due to time constraints and competing demands. They need ideas 
for tapping the knowledge and expertise of teachers in order to create SEL learning 
opportunities that are connected to their own cultures and aimed specifically at creating 
emotionally safe learning environments for their students.  
  The purpose of this research study was to investigate how teaching with picture 
books and critical literacy practices can foster empathy in first grade students. This 
approach could help to address the need for social emotional learning that is integrated 
into academics and tied to local district needs. The unit of study in this research utilized 
children’s picture books and critical literacy practices, including writing from the 
perspective of others. The research study employed mixed methods to examine empathy 
development in first grade students over the course of a four-week intervention. The 
mixed methods approach provided more scope and breadth in the study, examining both 
implementation and results, compared with using one method alone (Greene, Caracelli, & 
Graham, 1989; Cresswell & Garret, 2008). A pre-test post-test randomized design 
utilizing the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1980) modified by Garton & 
Gringart (2005) was used to measure students’ self-reported empathy. Student writing 
was analyzed in the intervention classrooms to investigate the presence and development 
of empathy in student writing over the course of the unit of study. The writing analysis 
provided examples of students’ thinking that represented their expressions of empathy. 
This analysis complimented the findings from the comparisons of students’ empathy 
score using the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) pre- and post- test and between 
students in the intervention and control groups. However, the IRI is designed to measure 
specific constructs of empathy: personal distress, fantasy, empathic concern, and 
FOSTERING EMPATHY IN FIRST GRADE STUDENTS  77 
perspective taking. It is not necessarily designed to identify early indicators of social 
awareness, which include the ability to describe positive qualities in others and ways that 
people are the same and different, and also to identify ways to work/play well with others 
(Illinois Learning Standards Social Emotional Learning ). Examining writing allowed this 
research to consider students’ voices and first-hand experiences with the texts and 
identify early indicators of empathy development.   
This study addressed the following questions:  
Overarching Question: How can instruction using picture books and critical 
literacy practices foster empathy development in first grade students?  
 
1. Do students who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores?  
a. Among children in the intervention group, are post-intervention empathy scores 
different from pre-invention empathy scores?   
b. Do children who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores than 
children in the control group?  
2. How do first grade students show empathy in their writing? 
  
 The findings of this research are discussed below. First, demographic 
characteristics of the students in the experimental and control group are presented. 
Next, pre-test empathy scores in both groups are discussed. This is followed by a 
discussion of pre-test post-test scores from the intervention group and discussion 
on the significance on variables between pre-test post-test for the intervention and 
control groups. The section ends with an analysis of student writing. 
Comparing Empathy Scores in Intervention and Control Groups   
 
This research utilized a randomly assigned control group and experimental group 
using a pre-test post-test design. Table 1 describes the demographic characteristics of the 
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experimental and control groups. Slightly more students participated in the intervention 
(n=58) compared with students in the control group (n=50). The intervention group 
included an equal number of male and female children. In addition, this group was 
economically diverse with 50 percent of students receiving free or reduced lunch. In 
comparison, the control group included more male students (56%) and slightly more 
students who did not receive free and reduced lunch. The percentage of students at the 
research site who receive free or reduced lunch is 60 percent, so both the intervention and 
control groups had slightly less students with financial need compared to the population 
of the school. In closing, the groups are relatively similar demographically. There were 
no significant differences between the two groups that would affect the analysis of the 
intervention. 
 
Table 1   
 
Characteristics of the students by treatment group 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
      Intervention group      Control group 
      ----------------------------------------    ----------------------------------------  
      N    %      N     % 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Gender 
Boys       29    50.0      28     56.0 
Girls      29    50.0      22     44.0 
Total      58    100.0     50     100.0 
 
Socio-economic status   
Free/Reduced Lunch   29    50.0      24     48.0 
No Free/Reduced   29    50.0      26     52.0 
Total      58    100.0     50     100.0  
 
Treatment group 
Intervention group  58    100.0      ---     ---  
Control group   ---    ---      50     100.00 
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  In order to test whether the children in the intervention and control groups had 
different empathy scores prior to the invention, an independent samples t-test was 
conducted to test whether the mean empathy score pre-test significantly differed between 
the two groups. It was important to know how the groups compared to one another in 
empathy scores before the intervention and also to know how groups compared in terms 
of gender and poverty. This was important in order to accurately interpret and discuss the 
results of the intervention. As shown in Table 2, results indicate that although the 
empathy pre-test total score and subcategory scores were slightly higher for the control 
group, there was not a statistically significant difference between the two groups.  
 
Table 2 
 
Pretest scores, standard deviations and significance for intervention and control groups    
 
Variable    Intervention mean (SD)  Control mean (SD)   Significance 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Empathy scores  38.34 (9.00)      39.46 (8.17)    p = 0.50 
          t = -0.67 
                   df = 106  
 
Affective scores  21.79 (4.78)      22.14 (4.34)    p = 0.69 
          t = -0.39 
          df = 106  
 
Cognitive scores  16.55 (5.34)      17.32 (5.60)    p = 0.46 
          t = -0.73 
                 df = 106  
  
  Specifically, the mean pre-test empathy total score for the control group (39.46) 
was slightly over one point higher than the intervention group (38.34), but this difference 
is not statistically significant (t(106)= 0.67, p = 0.504). The comparison of subcategory 
empathy pretest scores also indicate that there were no significant differences in affective 
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empathy ( t(106)= 0.39, p = 0.696 ) or cognitive empathy ( t(106)= 0.73, p = 0.468) 
between the two groups prior to the intervention. 
  In order to determine whether or not the critical literacy unit increased students’ 
empathy scores in the intervention classroom, students’ empathy scores were compared 
from their pre-tests and post-tests using a paired samples t-test. As shown in Table 3, 
results indicated that there was a slight, but not statistically significant, decrease of less 
than one point on the scale in mean empathy scores between pre-test (M= 
38.46, SD=9.04) and posttest (M= 37.82, SD=11.40, t(56)= 0.51, p = 0.62) scores within 
this group. These results indicate that the mean empathy scores for the students in the 
intervention room did not significantly change after participating in the four-week critical 
literacy unit of study A paired samples t-test was performed to examine the whether the 
categories of affective empathy and cognitive empathy increased after participating in the 
intervention. As shown in Table 3, results indicated that there was a significant decrease 
in mean affective scores between the pre-test (M= 21.86, SD=4.80) and the posttest (M= 
17.16, SD=5.70, t(56)= 6.49, p = 0.000) within the intervention group. These results 
indicate that not only did the intervention fail to increase mean affective scores from pre-
test to posttest, but instead students in the intervention group had lower affective empathy 
scores after participating in the intervention. Possible explanations for this unexpected 
decrease in affective empathy scores will be discussed in chapter 5. Finally, a paired 
samples t-test was conducted to examine the difference in mean cognitive pre and post 
test scores within the intervention group. As shown in Table 3, results indicated that there 
was not a significant difference in mean cognitive scores between pre-test (M= 
16.60, SD=5.37) and posttest (M= 17.16, SD=5.70, t(56)= -0.78, p = 0.441) scores within 
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the intervention group. This suggests that the intervention did not significantly increase 
mean cognitive scores in the intervention group.  
Table 3 
Means, standard deviations and significance on variables pre and post test scores for the 
intervention group 
 
Variable                           Pre test mean (SD)           Post test mean (SD)       Significance 
 
Empathy score                  38.46 (9.04)                  37.82 (11.40)    p = 0.62 
                                                                                                                  t = 0.51 
          df = 56 
 
Affective score                  21.86 (4.80)                17.16 (5.70)         p = 0.00 
                                                                                                                t = 6.49 
                                                                                                                 df = 56 
 
Cognitive score                 16.60 (5.37)              17.16 (5.70)       p = 0.44 
                                                                                                                        t = -0.78 
                                                                                                                 df = 56 
                 
 
  An additional way to test the effect of the intervention is to compare the post 
intervention scores between the two groups. This comparison helps control for any 
increase in empathy that may have happened naturally as a result of maturity and not the 
intervention. In Table 4, we compare the post-test scores between the intervention and 
control groups. The results presented in the table show that there was not a significant 
difference in overall mean empathy scores between the intervention (M= 37.82, 
SD=11.07) and control groups. (M=38.85 SD=10.11, t(101)= 0.626, p = -0.48). In 
addition, there was not a significant difference in post affective scores between the 
intervention (M= 17.16, SD=5.70) and control groups (M=23.17, SD=6.21, t(101)= -1.75, 
p = 0.163), nor was there a significant difference in post cognitive scores between the 
intervention (M= 17.16, SD=5.70) and control groups (M= 16.74, SD=5.28, t(101)= 
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0.703, p = -0.38) In summary, post test scores between groups showed no differences in 
in overall empathy scores and no differences in the subgroups of affective and cognitive 
empathy. This suggests that the intervention did not significantly impact empathy 
development in the intervention group based on the IRI.  
Table 4 
 
Means, standard deviations and significance on variables between pre- and post-test for 
intervention and control groups 
 
 
Variable          Intervention group     n  Control group    n      p      t         df 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Pre-test 
Empathy scores  38.46 (9.00)  58  39.46 (8.17)  50 0.504  0.67  106   
Affective scores  21.86 (4.80)  58  22.14 (4.34)  50  0.696  0.39  106 
Cognitive scores  16.60 (5.37)  58  17.32 (5.60)  50  0.468  0.73  106 
Post-test 
Empathy scores  37.82 (11.07)  57  38.85 (10.11)  46  0.626  -0.48  101  
Affective scores  17.16 (5.70)  57  23.17 (6.21)  46  0.163  -1.75  101 
Cognitive scores  17.16 (5.70)  57  16.74 (5.28)  46  0.703  -0.38  101 
 
 
 
  In closing, quantitative results based on the IRI did not show significant 
differences in first grade students’ mean empathy scores before and after the four-week 
critical literacy intervention that utilized picture books and critical literacy practices. 
Additionally, the subgroups of cognitive and affective empathy did not increase after the 
intervention. In fact, the IRI showed the area of affective empathy decreased after the 
intervention. 
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Analysis of Student Writing 
  The qualitative portion of this research sought to answer second research 
question: How do first grade students show empathy in their writing? The study utilized 
student writing from 24 notebooks. Students showed empathy in their writing in three 
distinct ways as shown in Figure 6.  
 
Category Sub Category Writing Sample  Number 
IDENTIFYING EMPATHETIC AND NON- EMPATHETIC ACTIONS 
Identifies 
empathetic 
and non-
empathetic 
actions 
In characters • The children made Farah feel welcome. 
They showed her kindness.  
15 
In real-life • I was playing outside. Someone was 
left out so I said ‘come on, let’s play. 
9 
 IMAGINARY SCENARIOS  
Imaginary 
Scenarios  
Proposed 
Actions  
• If I were one of the girls I would say 
nice things, invite her to my house, I 
would include her and stick up for her. 
16 
 Inferred 
feelings 
• I thought you were my friend.  12 
WRITER EMPATHY 
Writer 
Empathy 
In characters • I felt more sorry for Maya because she 
left school and no one was kind to her 
7 
 
Figure 6. Ways that students showed empathy in their writing 
 
 
   They identified empathetic v. non-empathetic actions in characters from stories 
and in real life, they showed empathy when considering imaginary scenarios from 
stories--inferring characters’ feelings and/or proposing actions--and they showed writer 
empathy with characters from stories. Students identified empathetic or non-empathetic 
actions in characters from texts and they identified empathetic or non-empathetic actions 
in real life. When considering imaginary scenarios, students inferred character’s feelings, 
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and they proposed empathetic actions. Finally, students showed writer empathy in 
reference to characters from stories. The significance of these categories to empathy 
learning is discussed below.  
Identifying Empathetic and Non-Empathetic Actions.  
  During the unit of study in this research, students listened to and discussed stories 
and they wrote about both empathetic actions and non-empathetic actions from the 
stories. They also wrote about how those actions affected characters’ feelings. After 
listening to stories on topics such as being mistreated, being laughed at, or being left out 
in school situations, students were able to identify empathetic and non-empathetic actions 
in characters from stories and also in real life situations. For example, referring to the text 
One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006), which focuses on a Muslim student who does not 
speak the language of her new classmates in America, students wrote about ways that 
American students tried to connect with the character (Farah) through empathetic acts in 
order to make her feel more welcomed. Allison wrote, “The children made Farah feel 
welcome. They were nice to her. They showed her kindness.” Madison wrote, “They sat 
with Farah. Jim told her his name. They let her push (the handle to make apples). They 
did not tell her the apple was bad.” These children recognized the fact that Farah, as an 
immigrant student on a field trip with her new classmates, was feeling isolated and alone. 
They inferred that by sitting with her, telling her their names, and encouraging her to help 
in making apple cider, her classmates were showing empathy. Figure 7 shows Allison’s 
writing and illustrations in response to this story.   
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Figure 7. Jim tod his name to Farah. Ana tod her nane to Farah, to. They let her pull the 
hedo (handle). They tact to her on the haye rid. 
  
  Similar to their writing responses about empathetic actions in One Green Apple 
(Bunting, 2006), students wrote about how the main character, Jeremy, in the book, 
Those Shoes  (Boelts, 2009) acted empathetically. In the book, Antonio needs new shoes 
even more badly than Jeremy. Jeremy wants the popular new shoes that everyone else at 
school has, but his grandmother tells him they cannot afford them. After Jeremy’s shoes 
fall apart, he finds the shoes he wants at a thrift store. However, after learning that his 
friend Antonio needs the shoes more than he does, Jeremy gives the shoes to Antonio. 
Students wrote about Jeremy’s actions in the story, identifying both the empathetic action 
that Jeremy took and how it affected both of the character’s feelings. Alex wrote, 
“Jeremy decided to give Antonio his shoes because his shoes did not fit on him. Antonio 
felt happy.” William wrote, “Jeremy decided to give Antonio the shoes. Jeremy was kind 
to Antonio. Jeremy felt good.” In these responses, students showed that they made the 
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connection between empathetic actions and how such actions affect the feelings of others, 
including the person performing the empathetic action.  
  In addition to identifying empathetic actions in characters, students also identified 
non-empathetic actions in characters. One book that helped to elicit numerous writing 
responses that focused on non-empathetic actions was My Secret Bully by Trudy Ludwig 
(2015). In a note to parents in her book My Secret Bully (2015), author and member of 
the International Bullying Prevention Association, Trudy Ludwig, discusses the topic of 
relational aggression. “‘Relational aggression’ refers to acts of emotional bullying hidden 
among tightly knit networks of friends,” she writes. According to Ludwig, common 
examples of emotional bullying include, but are not limited to, silent treatment, rumors, 
intimidation, humiliation, exclusion, teasing, and manipulation. Her book, My Secret 
Bully (Ludwig, 2015), addresses these topics in a way that is relatable to children. In the 
story, characters Katie and Monica have been friends since kindergarten. Monica enjoys 
being with Katie when she is being nice, but Katie is not always nice. She has begun to 
whisper about Monica, make fun of Monica’s name, and threaten not to play with her if 
she plays with Sarah. After reading and discussing this book, students wrote about the 
character, Katie, and her non-empathetic actions. Julian wrote, “Katie was mean by 
whispering.” Jack wrote, “Katie was being mean to Monica in many ways. She ignored 
her, she looked down like she (Monica) wasn’t there.” Charlotte wrote, “Katie was being 
mean. She was not showing empathy. She was not sharing at all.” Jaelynn wrote, “She 
always moves when Monica sits next to her.” Finally, William wrote, “Katie said ‘you 
aren’t my friend anymore. Katie stuck her tongue out.’” By identifying and writing about 
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actions such as ignoring someone or whispering, students showed understanding of 
relational types of aggression described by Ludwig (2015).  
  Connecting the stories they read about to their own lives helped students write 
about times they showed empathy. This presented the opportunity for them to discuss 
socially responsible actions in real life situations. A number of responses focused on 
times that students showed empathy by including another person who was being left out 
in some way. For example, Maci wrote, “I said ‘you can play with me,’ because the other 
kids would not let the girl, which was Haley, play.” McKenzie wrote, “He was all alone, 
and I said ‘come play.’” Maria wrote, “I was playing outside. Someone was left out so I 
said, ‘come on, let’s play.’” These responses show that these students understood that 
they can show empathy by reaching out to someone who is alone and inviting them to be 
friends or to be part of their group. This ability, to establish positive relationships, is a 
fundamental component of social emotional skills (Collaborative for Social and 
Emotional Learning, CASEL).  
Imaginary Scenarios 
  In addition to identifying empathetic and non-empathetic actions, students 
showed empathy in their writing when considering imaginary scenarios from stories. 
They did this in one of two ways, either by inferring characters’ feelings and/or 
proposing empathic actions that could be taken. To infer feelings, students created 
dialogue based on what they thought characters might be thinking or saying in situations 
that warranted empathetic responses. For example, students were given a copied page 
from a text and they had to write in a “speech bubble” what the character might have 
been thinking at that part in the story. Students also considered the situations in the 
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stories and wrote about actions that would have affected more positive outcomes for the 
characters being mistreated.  
  Inferred Feelings. When students consider the feelings of characters in books, 
they have the opportunity to vicariously experience the character’s thoughts and feelings. 
(Johnston, 1993, as cited in Lysaker & Tonge, 2013). This ability, to imagine the 
thoughts and feelings of others, is known as social imagination, also referred to as social 
understanding or social awareness. Social imagination is a critical skill that supports the 
social emotional well-being of children (Johnston, 1993, as cited in Lysaker & Tonge, 
2013). In this study, students showed social imagination by inferring the feelings of 
characters in numerous texts. For example, when writing about the character, Jeremy, 
from Those Shoes (Boelts, 2009), Ella wrote, “He felt so, so proud because he also had 
the shoes like everyone else in the class. He felt so included.” In the story, The Invisible 
Boy (Ludwig, 2010), the main character, Brian, sits alone at the lunch table, his teacher 
hardly notices him, and he gets chosen last for teams in gym class. Writing about Brian, 
Alex wrote, “If Brian was invited, he would be feeling so happy because he could eat 
cake. If he was in the cafeteria, he could be laughing.”  Numerous students imagined the 
thoughts of characters from the story, My Secret Bully (Ludwig, 2015), the plot of which 
is described earlier. Charlotte created a thought bubble from Monica’s perspective that 
read, “I thought you were my friend.” Another thought bubble written by Charlotte came 
at the end of the story when Monica confronted Katie. The text from the book read, 
“Katie, does this make you feel good to make me feel bad? Because friends don’t do that 
to friends. … Right then, I knew Katie could no longer hurt me” (Ludwig, 2015). 
Charlotte’s speech bubble from Monica’s perspective at that part of the story read, “This 
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feels good.” Allison, writing from Monica’s perspective wrote, “I think she does not like 
me anymore.” Jaylah wrote, “They’re being mean.” Finally, Dayana wrote from 
Monica’s perspective after she had confronted Katie. “I am sad, but Katie was mean,” she 
wrote.  
  Students also imagined the thoughts of the characters from the book, Each 
Kindness (Woodson, 2015). In the story, Chloe and her friends won't play with the new 
girl, Maya. Maya wears old clothes and plays with old toys. Every time Maya tries to 
play with Chloe and her friends, they reject her. Maya ends up playing alone and 
eventually stops coming to school. Writing from Maya’s perspective as the new girl at 
school, Jack wrote, “I wish I had friends.” Allison, also writing from Maya’s perspective, 
wrote, “I think no one wants to play with me, because I do not wear good clothes.” 
Several students writing from Maya’s perspective wrote about feeling lonely. Alexis 
wrote, “Why do I always feel lonely? I’m so left out. Even though I am the new girl why 
doesn’t anyone like me? I hope they will be nice to me tomorrow” and Jack wrote, “I feel 
so lonely. I wonder why they won’t be nice to me.” Dylan wrote from Maya’s 
perspective showing hopefulness. “I hope they would be nicer the next day. I hope I will 
make new friends.” Jaylah wrote, “I wonder why they won’t be friends with me. Why 
won’t they be nice?” These examples show evidence of students using the critical literacy 
skill of inference. Students inferred characters’ feelings by vicariously experiencing their 
thoughts and feelings through imagination. By imagining themselves in the characters’ 
places, they were able to create thoughtful dialogue based on the events in the story. This 
development of social imagination supports empathy and overall social awareness in 
students (Johnston, 1993, as cited in Lysaker & Tonge, 2013).  
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  Proposed Actions. Another way that students showed empathy in imaginary 
scenarios was by proposing actions that characters could take to improve situations for 
other characters. When considering more positive actions, students are doing the work of 
social action. In Banks’ approaches to curriculum reform, he describes four approaches, 
one being the social action approach, in which students make decisions on important 
social issues and take action to help solve them. Similarly, multicultural education theory 
seeks to promote social consciousness and civic responsibility (Gay, 2004). In proposing 
more socially responsible actions, students are also defining their own positions and at 
the same time building emotional intelligence, allowing them to become more sensitive 
to others’ distinctions that may include social class, disability, race, and ethnicity (Gay, 
2004). Social class, ethnicity, and race were themes in several of the stories in this 
research, including The Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010), Each Kindness (Woodson, 2015), 
One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006), and Those Shoes (Boelts, 2009). After discussing the 
issues in these texts, students proposed more responsible actions that characters could 
take that would improve the situations for the characters in the stories. For example, 
students wrote about how characters in One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006) could have 
showed empathy for main character, Farah. Danica wrote, “They could have (taught) her 
how to speak. They could have helped her (communicate).” Lincoln wrote, “They could 
have helped her pick apples.” Alexis wrote, “If you are playing a game, you can tell her 
(Farah) ‘you can be in the game.’” Dayanna, wrote, “Brian could have had a very 
different day. Brian would feel confident and happy. If Brian went to the party and if it 
was lunch time then Brian will be talking with other kids.” Her illustration showed a 
picture of Brian and a little girl. A speech bubble above Brian’s head said, “Do you want 
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to play with me now at recess?” A speech bubble above the little girl’s head said, “Yes 
Brian.” These responses show that students were able to identify what actions the 
characters in the texts to improve the situation for the characters. However, these writers 
proposed social action without taking ownership over the action.  
  In other examples, students used “I” statements, inserting themselves into the 
story and describing what they would do to change and improve the story for the 
character. Danica wrote about what she might do if she were at the lunch table with 
Brian, the character from The Invisible Boy  (Ludwig, 2010), who was ignored, not 
invited to Madison’s party, and chosen last for the team in gym class. She wrote, “First I 
would pick him (for the sports team). Next, I would invite him to the party.” In this 
example, she inserted herself into the story and clearly stated how she would make the 
situation better for Brian. Students also proposed their own actions, using “I” statements, 
when writing about characters from the text, My Secret Bully (Ludwig, 2015). Maria 
wrote, “I would say ‘Stop Katie, stop. You need to be nice.’” Jaelynn wrote, “If I were 
one of the girls I would say nice things, invite her to my house. I would include her and 
stick up for her.” Julian wrote, “If I were one of the girls I would invite her to play. I 
would tell Katie to stop being mean.” Jaylah wrote, “If I were one of the boys, I would 
step up and tell Katie to stop.” Aidan wrote, “I would say, ‘Stop it Katie. You’re being 
mean. She’s doing nothing to you.’” These examples showed actions students would take 
as upstanders. These responses show that students actually took personal ownership over 
the stories. They inserted themselves into the stories and explained the socially 
responsible actions they would take to help the character. In two cases, students’ writing 
showed that they were willing to mobilize others to assist the characters. Aiden wrote in a 
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speech bubble, “we should help Monica get out of this mess.’” McKenzie wrote. “Yay, 
Let’s play with Monica.’” Aidan’s use of “we” and McKenzie’s use of “let’s” suggests 
that they were willing to ask other people to help them help Monica. Furthermore, 
Aidan’s illustration that accompanies his writing, shown in Figure 9, shows that he 
positioned an upstander in between the bully and the victim. The girl in the middle has an 
angry face and is saying “Stop it” to Katie (who on the left of the illustration) and “I got 
your back.” Monica, the victim, is shown smiling next to the character in the center. This 
demonstrates Aidan’s understanding of bystander actions or intervening in a bullying 
situation for the victim. By showing the upstander in between the victim and the bully, 
Aidan suggested in his writing that confronting a bully could involve putting oneself in a 
vulnerable or uncomfortable situation.     
 In closing, the responses in the category of proposed actions showed empathy 
based on different prosocial actions. In the first area, students identified proposed actions 
for characters in the stories. They wrote about what other characters could do to help 
improve the situation for the character(s) being mistreated. In the second area, students 
identified what they would do to assist another person. They imagined themselves in the 
stories and determined the actions they would take. Finally, students indicated that they 
would enlist the help of others, in addition to themselves, to help the victim in the stories. 
All of these examples of proposed actions show students envisioning themselves in the 
position of another, determining how that person might feel, and then taking prosocial 
action in some way. 
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Figure 8. I would say stop it, Katie your being mean. She nothing to you. Stop it! I got 
your back.  
 
 
Writer Empathy  
  The final way that students showed empathy in their writing in this study was in 
the category of Writer Empathy. As Gregory (2009) states, stories have educational 
power, inviting us to feel, think and judge. In these responses, students showed the ability 
to imaginatively enter into a character’s situation (Brill, 2004) and then make a judgment. 
Students were asked to think about characters across the texts and then write about which 
characters they felt more empathy for. When doing this work of inquiring and imagining: 
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shifting from self to other (Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre, 2004), students call on their 
own experiences and then think about what might be true for another person or character. 
In other words, they use their own lived experiences to make judgments or inferences 
about others’ experiences. This involves critically thinking about personal experiences 
that may be similar in some way and considering how the person in the unfair situation 
may be feeling. In their responses, students explicitly stated that they felt sorry for one of 
the characters and they explained why they felt this way based on information presented 
in the stories. They used empathetic language, such as I feel empathy for or they wrote or 
I felt sorry for a character, and they supported their idea with an example from the text. 
Maria wrote, “I feel sorry for Maya because she is left out.” William wrote, “I felt more 
sorry for Antonio because he had taped shoes.” Jack wrote, “I felt more sorry for Maya 
because she left school and no one was kind to her” and Alex wrote “I felt more sorry for 
Maya because Maya had no friends.” Alexis wrote “I feel more empathetic for Brian 
because he was never included in the game.” Lucas wrote, “I feel more empathy for 
Maya because Brian got attention and Maya didn’t.” Jack wrote, “I feel more empathy for 
Maya because she got made fun of.” These responses show that students were able to 
consider multiple situations from various texts, put themselves in the characters’ 
circumstances, and use their personal experiences to make a judgment or determine how 
they may have felt. Ra’Niyah (Figure 10) said that she was more empathetic toward 
Maya because she did not have any friends. Her illustration indicates that she inferred 
Maya’s feelings by writing her thoughts/dialogue in the speech bubble. She wrote, “Will 
you be my friend? I wish I had a friend,” and she inferred the feelings of another 
character by writing dialogue of that child saying “No Way.” She then determined that 
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she felt the most empathy for Maya because no one liked her. In these examples, students 
inferred feelings of the characters and shared why they thought those characters were in 
need of empathy based on their own lived experiences in comparison to the experiences 
of the characters in the texts. They shifted their view from self to other (Skolnick, 
Dulberg & Maestre, 2004) and utilized critical thinking skills to make a judgment.  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9. Who are you most empathetie to and why? Maya because she did not have eney 
friends. No budey liket hre at all. Will you be my friend? I wish I had a friend. No Way! 
 
 
Interpretations 
  
  The qualitative portion of this research investigated the question: How do first 
grade students show empathy in their writing? The student writing that was analyzed 
provided evidence that students showed empathy in their writing in three distinct ways. 
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They identified empathetic and non-empathetic actions in characters from stories and in 
real life, they showed empathy when considering imaginary scenarios from stories--
inferring characters’ feelings and/or proposing actions--and they showed writer empathy 
with characters from stories. The research showed that students as young as first grade 
can show empathy through their writing. As Freire (1987) asserted in his book Literacy: 
Reading the Word and the World, reading texts from a critical standpoint can help one to 
better understand inequities and injustices in human relationships. By identifying and 
discussing empathetic and non-empathetic actions in their writing, students clearly 
showed that they understood that a person’s actions, either positive or negative, can affect 
the feelings of others. These qualitative findings help to illuminate the quantitative 
findings in this study, which did not show empathy growth over the course of the four-
week intervention. The qualitative findings show that students were engaged in learning 
and developing empathetic stances, however, in order for students to show growth 
quantitatively, they would have had to internalize the ability to empathize and take social 
action. For example, students in the research showed they were able to imagine what 
characters in the texts were thinking. They showed this in the dialogue they created based 
on what the characters might be thinking or saying. But when asked survey questions on 
the IRI  (Davis, 1980) such as question #3 When reading a book, I try to imagine what 
the people in the story are thinking, students would have to exhibit this competency 
independently during reading, not only in a classroom situation guided by a teacher. 
Similarly, when answering question #15 from the IRI  (Davis, 1980), When I am angry or 
upset at someone, I usually try to imagine what he or she is thinking or feeling, students 
would have had to internalize this empathetic stance independent of a classroom 
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situation. Some students did seem to internalize their learning. For example, students who 
used “I” statements directly inserted themselves into social action situations in stories. As 
discussed earlier, Jaylah wrote, “If I were one of the boys, I would step up and tell Katie 
to stop.” Aidan wrote about similar actions he would take. He wrote, “I would say, ‘Stop 
it Katie. You’re being mean. She’s doing nothing to you.’” By showing the ability to act 
as an upstanders, students were showing ownership and a sense of personal responsibility 
for the characters in the story.  
  Other students, although showing knowledge of responsible social actions, they 
did not use “I” statements in their writing, nor did they show personal responsibility. As 
discussed previously, students wrote about how characters in One Green Apple (Bunting, 
2006) could have showed empathy for main character, Farah. Danica wrote, “They could 
have (taught) her how to speak. They could have helped her (communicate).” Lincoln 
wrote, “They could have helped her pick apples.” Alexis wrote, “If you are playing a 
game, you can tell her (Farah) ‘you can be in the game.’ These students did not use “I” 
statements that would have indicated personal responsibility to take social action. Rather, 
they approached the situation more globally, suggesting what others could do, but not 
themselves. This conceivably sheds light on the quantitative results in this study, 
suggesting that although students did identify appropriate social actions in the given 
situations, they did not internalize those actions to themselves. In a similar vein, students 
who showed writer empathy indicated the ability to think critically about a situation in a 
text and imagine how another character might feel, but they did not extend their writing 
to include social action. For example, Alexis wrote “I feel more empathetic for Brian 
because he was never included in the game.” If Alexis had broadened her writing to 
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include social actions she might take to help Brian, this would have indicated that she had 
acquired not only social awareness skills that helped her to understand the needs of 
others, but also relationship skills that are needed to help others (CASEL.org). In a 
comparable example, Alex wrote “I felt more sorry for Maya because Maya had no 
friends.” Had Alex expanded his writing to discuss ways that he could help Maya, he 
would have been exhibiting understanding of relationship skills (CASEL.org), which 
includes offering others help when needed. This could suggest his ability to respond 
beyond a cognitive level to an interpersonal level.  
  In only two examples from the writing, students showed that they would mobilize 
others in order to help someone who needed it. These students showed that they were 
willing to not only take personal responsibility in the situation, but they were also willing 
to ask for the assistance of others. These responses show evidence of social awareness, 
relationship skills, and also responsible decision-making skills. As discussed previously 
in this work, five core competencies comprise social emotional learning. (CASEL.org). 
These include self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making. The competency of decision-making involves identifying 
and solving problems, in addition to considering ethical responsibility and the well-being 
of others. Students who showed these broader competencies of SEL in their writing, 
beyond social awareness, where showing more evidence of having internalized the facets 
of empathy.   
  Collectively, the qualitative and quantitative results in this study help to identify 
possible next steps in order for students to fully internalize the social emotional skills and 
competencies that would allow them to show improvement in empathy scores. More 
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importantly, such next steps could help students to effectively navigate daily challenges 
that require empathetic responses to assist in the well-being of others. Taken together, 
these results show that students did understand and engage in empathy learning. They 
showed knowledge of responsible social actions, and they identified numerous 
empathetic and non-empathetic responses throughout the texts in the unit of study. 
However, a statistically significant number of students did not fully internalize these 
competencies. The students who did exhibit willingness to take more responsibility and 
prosocial action in their writing present ideas for future direction in social emotional 
learning. More learning could be placed on ways that students can take personal 
responsibility in bullying situations, such as the through the use of  “I” statements. More 
emphasis might be placed on upstanding behaviors and what these look like and feel like. 
As Aidan showed in his illustration, being an upstander takes courage and may mean 
coming between the victim and the bully. This is an area that could be further explored, 
during role play, for example, in order for more students to acquire the ability to take 
ownership in situations that require empathy and social action. Students could practice 
coming between bullies and victims, discuss their feelings, and acquire language 
appropriate to these situations. They could develop more communication skills and learn 
how to enlist others through teamwork. In closing, the mixed methods in this study 
provide the opportunity to fully examine students’ empathetic responses and help to 
determine future direction for learning.  
  In closing, this study investigated the overarching question, How can 
instruction using picture books and critical literacy practices foster empathy 
development in first grade students? Statistical findings showed that students’ 
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empathy scores did not increase based on the IRI, nor did students in the 
experimental group have higher schools than students in the control group. 
However, students did show evidence of early empathy development in their 
writing. They showed the ability to identify empathetic and non-empathetic 
actions, to propose actions and infer feelings in imaginary situations, and to show 
writer empathy through their language. Taken together, the qualitative and 
quantitative findings suggest that students did engage in empathy learning and 
show evidence of empathy development, however they did not fully internalize 
empathy as a social emotional competency. In order to more fully support 
students in their empathy development, future interventions could focus more 
broadly on the competencies of SEL. Such interventions could include taking 
personal responsibility in bullying situations, upstander actions, and building 
more positive relationships.  
  The next chapter of this research presents conclusions about each area of 
the research and suggests recommendations for future research and teaching 
practices.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Today, we need to nurture a new generation of upstanders – active and informed  human  
beings who will make thoughtful and brave choices in their own lives, in their 
communities, and on the ever-shrinking world stage. 
— Daniels & Ahmed, Upstanders 
Introduction 
  The purpose of this study was to explore how reading aloud picture books 
concurrently with the teaching of critical literacy practices can help students develop 
empathy. By teaching empathy and other social awareness skills within the curriculum, 
rather than in an isolated program, schools can address both academic standards and HIB 
prevention simultaneously. With increased academic demands but no additional time in 
school schedules, this is an important consideration for school personnel. This study also 
opened up dialogue about effective practices for social emotional learning that intersect 
with critical literacy practices, such as perspective taking. Results of this study contribute 
to the literature on ways to design curriculum that integrates HIB prevention into existing 
curriculum and literacy practices.   
  This research was undertaken from several assumptions. First, it was embarked on 
from the standpoint that reading picture books with children and helping them to envision 
themselves in the situations of the characters could help them develop more empathy 
toward others who are being mistreated for being different in some way, including being 
a different ethnicity or race from their own. Second, this research comes from the 
understanding that schools need new approaches to teach social emotional skills that are 
meaningful, sustainable, and integrated into academic learning rather than in isolated 
lessons (Jones & Bouffard, 2012) not related to their own curriculums (Durlak et al., 
2011; Jones & Bouffard, 2012). It was hypothesized in this research that teacher-created 
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lessons using picture books and critical literacy practices could help students develop 
necessary social emotional skills, while simultaneously infusing academics. Finally, it 
was the belief that lessons learned through this research would be useful for schools 
seeking ways to address HIB requirements and/or to embed social instruction within 
academic instruction. The goal of this chapter is to present conclusions and 
interpretations about the research and to make recommendations for future research and 
social emotional learning in schools.  
  Participating in this research afforded students with opportunities to examine texts 
in more deep and complex ways than they would do on their own. As Booth (2005) has 
asserted, few children can identify and examine topics such as racism or bigotry on their 
own. They need the guidance of a teacher to help them discuss these issues and make 
connections to their lives. By reading and discussing children’s literature through critical 
discussions, role-play, and writing, children examined social issues that related to 
everyday school and life experiences. By examining the unfair situations in these stories 
with their teachers and envisioning themselves in the place of the characters, students 
were able to think critically about important social issues  – primarily the mistreatment of 
others due to socio-economic status, ethnicity, and other differences. By making 
connections to the characters, students were able to imagine how it would feel to be 
mistreated or left out in school or other social situations, and to consider how the stories 
could have had better outcomes for the characters. In several lessons, students had to 
write “speech bubbles” or dialogue from the characters’ points of view. This gave them 
the opportunity to identify and name characters’ feelings and develop skills in perspective 
taking. For example, Allison, envisioning what it would be like to be Maya from Each 
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Kindness (Woodson, 2015) wrote, “I think nobody wants to play with me because I do 
not wear nice clothes.” This story helped Allison and her classmates consider why 
someone with old clothes might get left out. It provided them with the opportunity to 
discuss the concepts of fairness and citizenship. Students also examined their own 
positions on social issues, and they determined what actions they might take in similar 
life situations. As asserted by Skolnick, Dulberg, and Maestre (2004), developing the 
ability to think critically about important topics can help students become more 
thoughtful and open minded – more able to broaden or change their positions and 
attitudes. Students discussed numerous situations, both in texts and in real life, when 
other students were left out of a group whether at school or in another social situation. 
They considered such situations and wrote about and discussed what they might do when 
witnessing someone being left out. They learned about “upstanding” behaviors, or ways 
they or others can stand up for someone who is being mistreated, which supported their 
decision-making skills and socially responsible behaviors both inside and outside of 
school. For example, when writing about the character Brian from The Invisible Boy 
(Ludwig, 2015), who was ignored by classmates, Jaelynn wrote, “I would say ‘hi.’ … I 
would sit next to him, then I would play with him and eat ice cream with him.” And 
Dylan, writing from the point of view of a character in My Secret Bully (Ludwig, 2015), 
wrote “I should stop laughing. I should be an upstander.” When writing about his own 
thoughts about the story, Dylan wrote, “If you were a bystander, how could you change 
the situation? I would say ‘we need to stop being mean.’” These examples show how 
students were able to envision themselves in the positions of others and the use 
upstanding behaviors that would help them.  
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  In summary, this research provided a place for students to develop critical 
literacies, empathy, and other social emotional skills, including relationship skills, and 
decision-making skills. As more schools are developing social emotional benchmarks and 
standards, the approach in this research could be replicable to support students in meeting 
these standards and benchmarks, in addition to supporting HIB requirements. In Illinois, 
for example, SEL standards require students to work toward three goals across all grades 
levels. These are for students to develop self-awareness and self-management skills, to 
use social awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain relationships, and 
to demonstrate decision-making skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and 
community contexts. The approach in this research allowed students to work toward 
these goals, while acquiring critical thinking and reasoning skills essential to academic 
learning. It provided the opportunity to do so within, not outside of, the academic 
curriculum, addressing both SEL and academics. It is the recommendation of this 
researcher as states continue to develop policies, guidelines, and benchmarks for each 
grade level (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017) to also investigate how critical literacy 
practices and picture books could support these efforts and their students SEL 
development.   
Conclusions 
  This research investigated the overarching question, how can instruction using 
picture books and critical literacy practices foster empathy in first grade students, by 
seeking to answer the following two questions:  
1. Do students who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores?  
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a. Among children in the intervention group, are post-intervention empathy scores   
different from pre-intervention empathy scores.  
b. Do children who participated in the intervention have higher empathy scores than 
children in the control group?  
2. How do students show empathy in their writing?  
 Conclusions about these questions are discussed in the sections that follow.  
Research Question #1 
  Findings from this research examining research question (1.a.) showed that 
among children in the intervention group, post-intervention empathy scores were not 
significantly different from pre-intervention empathy scores. These results are based on 
pre-tests and post tests of students’ overall empathy scores and the subgroups of affective 
and cognitive empathy scores, as shown in Table 3 in chapter 4 of this research. In 
addition, findings from the research examining research question (1.b.) showed that 
children who participated in the intervention did not have higher empathy scores than 
children in the control group. These results are based on pre-tests and post-tests on the 
intervention and control groups as shown in Tables 2 and 4 in chapter 4. There are 
several possibilities that could potentially explain these findings. First, as was discussed 
in the limitation section of this research in chapter 3, empathy in children has been 
traditionally difficult to measure and tools to measure empathy in children are limited. 
The test measure chosen in this research, the revised version of the Interpersonal 
Reactivity Index (IRI), (Garton & Gringart, 2005) was chosen because it could be read to 
children and it measured both cognitive and affective empathy. Although it was revised 
for use with children, it has not previously been used with children under age 8. The 
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children in this study were seven years old. Some researchers believe that children 
younger than age eight are not able to report on internal states due to lack of cognitive or 
verbal abilities (Dadds, Hunter & Hawes et al., 2008). It is possible, even though the IRI 
was read to children and piloted in order to gauge understanding, that some children did 
not accurately report their thoughts and feelings when completing the survey.  
 Another possibility for the lack of increase in empathy scores after the 
intervention could be the short duration of the study and/or the duration of the 
intervention, which was four weeks. Although research suggests that short sections of 
text can show increased empathy (Vezzali, Stathi, Giovannini, Capozza & Trifiletti, 
2014), it may be that children of this age need more exposure to such texts and teaching. 
It is also possible that empathy scores may increase in the future in children who 
participated in this research. Increases in empathy could have a lagged effect, showing up 
later in some children. As children get older and accumulate more lived experiences, they 
may be better able to compare their own experiences with those of others. This could 
allow them to forge stronger connections and could support empathy growth. Students 
might also need to forge stronger connections with characters during the unit of study. As 
Skolnick, Dulberg & Maestre (2004) discuss, asking other-related questions such as who 
is this other person, how are we alike/different, and what do I imagine her life is like? 
could help students shift their perspectives from themselves to others, supporting their 
ability to empathize or feel as others feel.  
 When interpreting these findings, it is also important to consider that the IRI was 
designed to measure specific constructs of empathy: personal distress, fantasy, empathic 
concern, and perspective taking, as discussed in chapter four. The IRI was not necessarily 
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designed to identify early indicators of social awareness, which include the ability to 
describe positive qualities in others, identify ways that people are the same and different, 
and also to identify ways to work/play well with others (Illinois Learning Standards for 
Social Emotional Learning). The findings from the IRI suggest that this instrument may 
be measuring areas not yet developed in children under age 8. More age appropriate 
indicators of empathy may include those as referenced in the Illinois Learning Standards 
for Social Emotional Learning. For example, since students did not show empathy growth 
in perspective taking, as shown by the IRI, future questions measuring empathy in 
primary age students could focus on students’ ability to describe positive qualities in 
others or describe appropriate ways to play well with others.  
 Another consideration when interpreting the results of the IRI is the focus on 
areas within the conceptual framework during the intervention. As mentioned in the 
limitations section of this chapter following this section, the conceptual framework 
focuses primarily on empathy and not as heavily on the other facets of social awareness, 
as defined by CASEL.org. The competencies of social emotional learning, as discussed 
throughout this research, include not only social awareness, but also responsible decision 
making, self-awareness, self-management, and relationship skills. It is possible that these 
areas needed more of a focus within the intervention. In order to better expose students to 
these areas, future units of study could focus on the other four competences of SEL. For 
example, each month, a one-week mini-unit could be introduced with picture books and 
more work with critical literacy skills, but activities and end goals could focus on 
supporting these other competencies.  
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  Another area of the conceptual framework to consider giving more focus is the 
area of multiculturalism, which parallels and enhances the teaching of empathy. A key 
part of multicultural learning includes exploring ethnic, cultural, and individual identities 
(Gay, 2010).  Prior to the work of the intervention, teachers could explore their own 
cultural backgrounds. This would allow them to develop deeper understanding of 
diversity and exhibit more of their own cultural awareness (Gay, 2010) prior to 
undertaking similar work in the classroom. As Gay (2010) states, teachers often have 
limited understandings or faulty beliefs about diverse groups and cultures, which can 
impede learning in the classroom. For example, teachers may make generalizations about 
diverse groups, including Latinos, Native Americans, and Asians (Landsman & Chance, 
2011). Such generalizations or limited understanding could work against the teaching of 
empathy for diverse groups. Once teachers begin to reflect on possible biases, they can 
make transformations that support social justice in the classroom (Howard, 2006). 
Although this would require additional time and learning, it is an important area of the 
conceptual framework, as defined by this research, which affects social emotional 
learning outcomes. One suggestion is for teachers to participate in a study group prior to 
teaching the unit of study or prior to beginning of the school year. As Gay (2010) 
suggests, they could reflect on possible biases, and build knowledge about cultural 
heritages and contributions of ethnic groups. In order to give teachers ownership over 
their learning and more buy-in, which is a key consideration when planning social 
emotional learning programs (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones, & Bouffard, 2012), a committee 
might be formed to head-up social emotional learning efforts that enhance teachers’ 
knowledge and align with the values and norms of the school. In closing, much can be 
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learned from the findings from the IRI. Areas for further investigation include focusing 
SEL efforts more broadly on areas in the conceptual framework in this study, measuring 
empathy based on existing early learning targets from standards in other states, and 
focusing learning across the entire school year, with efforts targeted toward the all 
competencies of SEL, as defined by CASEL. Despite the lack of observed effect based on 
the IRI, however, the investigation of the students’ journals did show evidence of 
empathy and social emotional awareness. Conclusions regarding the findings in students’ 
writing are discussed below.  
Research Question #2 
  The qualitative portion of this research sought to answer the question: How do 
first grade students show empathy in their writing? Students showed empathy in their 
writing in three distinct ways, as discussed in detail in chapter four. They identified 
empathetic and non-empathetic actions in characters from stories and in real life, they 
showed empathy when considering imaginary scenarios from stories--inferring 
characters’ feelings and/or proposing actions--and they showed writer empathy with 
characters from stories. As with Brill’s (2004) research findings, students were able to 
use social imagination when considering imaginary scenarios, and they showed empathy 
for characters through their language. Students were taught the words empathy and 
upstander, and they used language that showed empathy through writing. For example, 
students used phrases such as: He was all alone, I said you can play with me and 
Someone was left out so I said, come on, let’s play. Other examples of empathetic 
language/phrases were: If I were one of the girls, I would say nice things, invite her to my 
house. I would include her and stick up for her. And, If I were one of the girls I would 
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invite her to play. I would tell Katie to stop being mean. These sections of student writing 
show that students were able to utilize their social imaginations, position themselves in 
the places of the characters, and then determine appropriate pro-social actions.  
 As discussed earlier in this research, children need to do more than response 
activities, such as to write about their favorite part of the story (Harste, 2002). They need 
to consider what social action they might take or how they will position themselves in the 
world. Through the guidance of their teachers in thinking critically about the texts and 
considering social actions, students were able to show their ability to determine 
responsible decisions that would assist a victim in a bullying situation. Students also 
showed in their writing that they were able to determine when it is appropriate to feel 
empathy or sorrow for another student, as in the response I felt more sorry for Maya 
because she left school and no one was kind to her. As espoused by Laminack and 
Wadsworth (2012), teasing and bullying are issues that all students find relatable. Most 
students have either witnessed teasing or bullying behaviors or experienced teasing or 
bullying personally. Student writing from this research showed that examining and 
discussing relatable books supported students’ ability to show empathy in their writing by 
naming characters they felt empathy for and telling why they felt empathy for those 
students. The situations they wrote about were relatable to situations they may have also 
experienced or witnessed, such as being left out or being treated unkindly.  
 In closing, students showed early empathy development in their writing in three 
ways. They also developed the language of empathy by writing from the perspective of 
others, proposing appropriate social actions, and inferring the feelings of others. This 
research showed that teacher guidance, highly relatable picture books that students can 
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connect to, and the use of critical strategies supported students’ ability to show empathy 
in their writing during this intervention. 
Limitations of the Study 
  The conceptual framework in this research depicts a link between critical literacy 
instruction and culturally relevant picture books. It illustrates how critical literacy 
instruction and culturally relevant picture books can support multicultural awareness and 
emotional intelligence, ultimately affecting empathy development. The framework shows 
that empathy development includes relationship skills, responsible decision making, and 
the ability to take the perspectives of diverse groups. The findings in this research support 
this framework, as students who received critical literacy instruction within the context of 
reading culturally relevant picture books did show evidence of early empathy learning in 
their writing. They showed the ability to take perspectives of others and make socially 
appropriate decisions. However, the results of the IRI suggest that students did not fully 
internalize concept of social awareness. One limitation of this study that may have 
impacted this outcome could have been focusing solely on empathy and not broadly 
enough on other facets of social awareness. As discussed above, the conceptual 
framework used in this study could be modified in the future to include social awareness 
as the broader outcome and empathy beneath that as one focus of the intervention. This 
would illustrate the importance of not only empathy, but also the other areas of social 
awareness including building relationships. To this end, more time could be spent 
developing upstander actions, making more positive connections, and practicing decision 
making that serves to help others.    
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Recommendations  
  Based on this research and the outcomes from the student writing, it is the 
recommendation of this researcher that schools provide students with opportunities to 
develop empathy and social consciousness through the use of picture books and critical 
literacy practices. Although students’ empathy scores did not show a significant change 
after the intervention using the IRI, their writing did show evidence of early empathy 
learning. Students showed empathy in three distinct ways. They were able to identify 
empathic and non-empathic actions, they showed empathy in imaginary situations by 
proposing empathetic actions for characters and inferring characters’ feelings, and they 
showed writer empathy by specifically stating which characters they felt empathy for and 
why. These are mindsets and skills that could be built upon in the classroom through 
continued experiences with upstander behaviors, such as through role-playing and more 
advanced writing. Such experiences could give students specific tools needed to intervene 
in bullying situations and possibly support more internalization of empathy and other 
social awareness skills. 
Implications for Future Research 
  This research inspires several future areas of research. First, measuring empathy 
in different ways could be explored. Because student discussions are a primary strategy in 
the development of critical literacies, student discussions could be examined for evidence 
of empathy learning. Student conversations could be analyzed and coded for evidence of 
empathy learning during a similar intervention. Additionally, neurophenomenological 
studies could be employed. Such studies rely on interviews to describe individuals’ 
experiences using first person accounts (Dukes 1984, as cited in Reinerman-Jones, 
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Sollins, Gallagher & Janz, 2013). Interviews could be conducted with students after 
lessons. Another suggestion, although it would not document personal accounts, could be 
to utilize teacher ratings about their observations of students’ empathy/social emotional 
learning. As suggested earlier, the duration of the research could be extended from four 
weeks in order to gather more longitudinal data on students’ empathy learning. Or, the 
duration of the intervention itself could be extended from four weeks to 6-8 weeks, as is 
typical for some literacy units in the primary grades. Finally, this research could be 
piloted with older children. As discussed earlier, the IRI was modified by (Garton & 
Gringart, 2005) for use with 8- and 9-year-old children. This research could be used with 
this age group, or older children.  
Implications for Future Practice 
  This research was embarked on with the understanding that social emotional 
learning must go beyond isolated lessons in order to be lasting and impactful (Jones, & 
Bouffard, 2012). It should be ongoing and systemic (Dusenbury & Weissberg, 2017), 
connecting to individual schools and their curriculum, mission, culture, and norms of the 
local setting.  As discussed in chapter one, the SEL approach at this researcher’s site has 
traditionally been a series of unconnected lessons taught once a month on a different 
topic. The lessons typically include a short video and an activity, and they take place on 
character education days (SEL) days, also called mix-it-up days. After embarking on this 
research and now having taught the empathy unit of study twice, teachers have been 
participating in ongoing dialogue about the unit and have strong ideas on how to maintain 
and extend the learning that is part of the unit. As one of the teachers in the research 
recently shared (e-mail communication December 28, 2017), “The characters in each 
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book really made an impact on children. I think if we keep the characters “alive” 
throughout the year and refer to them at appropriate times throughout the year that would 
keep it going.” She suggested hanging posters in classrooms that would feature the 
characters from the texts, and referring to them to continue discussion and learning. 
Another teacher shared the importance of role-play. “The students really enjoyed role-
playing during this unit, so maybe we can have them role play situations throughout the 
year ….” (e-mail communication December 28, 2017). As a group, teachers 
recommended moving the empathy unit they developed to October, when New Jersey 
recognizes the Week of Respect (N.J.S.A. 8A: 37-29). “This will allow the students to 
have the tools and the understanding to show empathy toward others at the start of the 
year,” one teacher shared. If schools are replicating the approach in this research utilizing 
critical literacy practices and picture books within a unit of study, it would be beneficial 
for them to determine with teachers and staff what would make sense, meet their needs, 
and connect to the mission of their particular districts.   
Implications for Social Emotional Learning Standards and Benchmarks 
  As stated earlier, more states are creating policies, guidelines, and grade level 
benchmarks to support SEL as they become aware of the impact of SEL on student 
success, and possibly in part due to the Every Student Succeeds Act (Dusenbury & 
Weissberg, 2017). New Jersey has developed a one-sheet page of competencies and sub-
competencies that is listed on the department of education’s web site and is based on 
CASEL’s definition of SEL, explained in chapter two, however, New Jersey does not yet 
have free-standing learning goals with developmental benchmarks. This research 
suggests that New Jersey (and all states that have not already done so) develop free-
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standing standards, rather than competencies or goals, in order to support full 
accountability for student mastery. Although listing competencies or goals can be helpful 
for educators, it leaves the teaching of SEL within academic instruction as 
voluntary. Dusenbury, Weissberg, Goren, & Domitrovich (2014) assert that one element 
of high quality social emotional standards is that they be integrated and reflected in 
standards from other subject areas. The approach in this research supports the integration 
of SEL within academic learning. In addition, they suggest that information be provided 
to teachers on how to create a positive learning environment that reflects cultural 
sensitivity. The approach in this research supports building cultural awareness by helping 
students to learn about and take perspectives of diverse groups. As shown by students’ 
writing, they were able to take the perspective of others, write from another’s point of 
view, and write about appropriate social action they or others could take. By doing so, 
they demonstrated acquisition and/or development of critical literacies. This research 
supports integrating social emotional standards together with English Language Arts 
standards, as students were able to work toward reading, writing, and SEL standards 
during the unit of study in this research. 
Summary 
  In closing, students in this research examined picture books in deep and complex 
ways that encouraged perspective taking and critical thinking. They expanded their 
cultural awareness and learned to think from the perspective of others who were being 
mistreated for being different in some way. Students also determined actions they might 
take to be an upstander in situations at school or in other social settings. Although 
students’ empathy scores did not show a significant increase after the intervention, 
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students showed evidence of empathy through their writing in three ways. They identified 
empathic and non-empathic actions, they inferred the feelings of others and proposed 
empathic actions in imaginary scenarios, and they displayed writer empathy by using 
empathetic language. The results of this research support utilizing critical literacy 
practices and picture books to help students develop empathy simultaneously with 
working toward academic standards in English Language Arts. Continued investigation 
of the duration of the intervention and continuing to fine-tune the intervention could 
support more significant quantitative findings in the future.  
 This research also supports the development of free-standing social emotional 
standards that are also reflected in academic standards. It is the recommendation that 
New Jersey and all schools create such learning standards. This would prevent social 
emotional learning from being voluntary and would provide accountability for student 
growth in SEL. New provisions in the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), signed in 
2015, supports schools in this work. Under ESSA, schools have more flexibility in 
creating school improvement plans, which can now include social emotional growth. 
Implementing a similar treatment as described in this research could also support HIB 
requirements.  
  In closing, schools need to refocus on creating emotionally safe environments for 
all students. Just as the character in the Invisible Boy (Ludwig, 2010) reached out to Brian 
and changed his life, students can learn to do the same in their every day experiences. 
They can be upstanders, take ownership over their actions, and make their schools better, 
kinder places. Through books and critical literacy instruction, we can help them 
accomplish this.  
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Appendix A 
Timeline 
Tasks Dates 
Develop Sample Lessons on Teaching of 
Empathy; Pilot questionnaire; preliminary 
discussions with teachers; pilot sample lessons. 
May, 2016 
Determine books that will be used in the 
intervention based on sample lessons/feedback 
from teachers.  
May, 2016 
Randomly choose experimental and control groups August, 2016 
Receive IRB approval October, 2016 
Obtain parent permissions permission to 
participate in study 
November, 2016 
Pre-tests administered; Treatment/Intervention; 
Post-tests; classroom observations  
April, 2017 
Analyze Data: Analyze student writing; t-tests , 
independent sample tests.  
May, 2017 – September, 2017 
Document findings, conclusions, 
recommendations  
October, 2017 – December, 2017 
Finalize revisions  January, 2018 – February, 2018 
Conduct defense  March, 2018 
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Appendix B 
Findings from the Pilot Study  
 In order to prepare for this research study, this researcher, with the assistance of a 
teacher in the site district, piloted the IRI in three first grade classrooms. The IRI was 
read to students during the pilot by either the researcher or the teacher. As a result of the 
pilot study, several things were learned. First, students seemed to need a visual to assist 
them in their answers. Therefore, a bar-type scale was added for children to shade in to 
indicate their answer. This researcher noticed that students did not fully understand how 
to use the questionnaire. To address this, a training set of four questions was also 
developed to teach children how to answer the questions.  
1. I like to go out for pizza,  
2. I try to go to bed early most nights,  
3. I usually like to play by myself at recess.  
4. I get nervous or worried when I have to answer questions in class. 
This training set was then piloted in classrooms. The researcher found that after the 
training questions were used, students had good understanding of how to use the IRI. 
During the pilot, there were some recurring questions asked by students. In order to 
address this, some wording in the IRI was modified. The word quite was removed in 
three of the questions, the phrase occasionally like me was changed to sometimes like me, 
and the phrase fairly like me was changed to mostly like me in all questions. First grade 
teachers also piloted lessons created by the researcher and teacher of media based on 
critical literacy strategies. Teachers revised these lessons and piloted them in May, 2016, 
in order to determine picture books that would be used in the research study. Five books 
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were chosen by teachers for the study. These can be found in the reference section under 
children’s literature.   
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Appendix C 
IRI/Survey Tool   
Student Number ___________ Age:________ 
 
Male_________ Female_______ 
 
Free/Reduced Lunch _________ 
  
PAGE 1 
 
Student Information Sheet 
Understanding Children’s Thoughts and Feelings  
 
Ms. Salay is doing a study to help her to better understand how children 
think and feel. She asked me to help her with this study by asking you some 
questions about your thoughts and feelings. What she learns may help her to 
better understand how students think and feel in different situations.  
 
Ms. Salay is asking you to be part of this study. To help, you would need to 
listen carefully to the questions I will ask you, and answer them based on 
what you think. There are no right or wrong answers, because this is not a 
test. You may ask questions at any time. You may also ask to stop at any 
time. It should take about 15 minutes to answer the questions.  
 
If you sign your name on this paper, it means that you have been told about 
this study and you want to be in it. If you do not want to be in the study, do 
not sign the paper. Being in the study is up to you and no one will be upset if 
you do not sign the paper or if you change your mind during the questions.  
 
If you would like to help with this study by answering the questions about 
your thoughts and feelings, please write your name on the line below now. If 
you do not want to help with this study, please do not sign your name, just 
put your pencil down and wait for me to collect your paper.  
 
 
Your name  
 
Date________________________________________ 
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Student Questionnaire 
 
 
 
Now I am going to ask you the questions about your thoughts and feelings in 
different situations. First, I will explain how the questions work and how to 
shade in your answer.   
 
 
 
Directions: 
 
The following statements ask about your thoughts and feelings in different 
situations.  For each question, you will color the block under the letter A B 
C D or E to show your answer. Choose the letter that you think is most like 
you. I WILL READ EACH QUESTION TO YOU. Answer as honestly as 
you can.  IF YOU HAVE A QUESTION, RAISE YOUR HAND.  
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1. I daydream a lot about things that might happen to me.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
        Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
2. I often feel worried about people that are not as lucky as me, and feel sorry for them.   
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
3. When reading a book, I try to imagine what the people in the story are thinking.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
4. Emergency situations make me feel worried and upset.  
 
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
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5. When I am arguing with my friends about what we are going to do, I think carefully 
about what they are saying before I decide whose idea is best.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
6. I want to help people who get treated badly.   
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
7. Sometimes I feel helpless when people around me are upset.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
8. I sometimes try to understand my friends better by pretending I am them.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
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9. When people around me are nervous or worried, I get a bit scared and worried too.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
10. I often get affected by things I see happen.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
11.  I think people can have different opinions about the same thing.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
12.  I am quite a soft-hearted person.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
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13.  It is easy for me to pretend that I am the star of my favorite movie.   
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
     
 
 
 
14.  I am likely to become extremely upset during an emergency.   
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
15.  When I am angry or upset at someone, I usually try to imagine what he or she is 
thinking or feeling.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
16.  When reading a good story, I imagine what it would be like if the story were true. 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
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17.  I get very worried and upset when I see someone who needs help in an emergency.   
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
18.  I try to think about other people’s feelings before I make mean comments to them.  
 
A B C D E 
 
Not like me at all 
 
Hardly ever like 
me 
 
 Sometimes like 
me 
     Usually 
like me 
       Very 
like me 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for helping with this study and answering 
the questions! 
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NOTE TO EXAMINER: 
  
For number #12, if a student asks for clarification of soft-hearted, use the example of 
tender-hearted and kind. 
 
For numbers #4, #14, or #17 if students ask for clarification of the word emergency, use 
the example of a student getting hurt on the playground and having to go to the hospital. 
 
For number #11 a student asks for clarification on the work opinions, say “different 
beliefs or views.”  
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Appendix D 
Permission to Take Part In a Study on  
Children’s Literature and Social Emotional Learning 
  
 
October, 2016  
Dear First Grade Parents/Guardians: 
  I am currently enrolled in Drexel University’s doctoral program in Educational 
Leadership. As part of this program, I am conducting a research project on how 
children’s literature can promote social emotional skills in first grade students. The title 
of the study is “Walk In Their Shoes: How Picture Books and Critical Literacy 
Instruction Can Foster Empathy in First Grade Students.” I am hopeful that my 
project will enhance critical literacy practices at the (school) and help build students’ 
social emotional skills, which are an important part of 21st Century Learning! I would 
like to ask permission for your child to participate in this research project. As a member 
of our first grade community, his or her participation will provide valuable input on the 
benefits of using literature in the teaching of critical literacy and social-emotional skills. 
Participation is completely voluntary, however, and you or your child can choose not to 
participate. Not participating will have absolutely no effect on your child’s grades or 
class standing.   
  Attached to this letter is more information about the project. To allow your child 
to participate, please sign the attached permission slip and return it to your child’s teacher 
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by November 1, 2016. If you have any questions, feel free to contact me at (XXX) 
XXX.XXXX. Thank you in advance for your assistance in this project! 
Sincerely, 
Darla Salay  
Principal 
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Frequently Asked Questions:  
 
What will my child do in the study?  
Students will be part of the experimental group or the control group. Students in the experimental 
group will participate in a six lessons between November-December of 2016. Lessons will 
include reading, writing, and learning critical literacy skills. Students will also complete a 
questionnaire that is focused on social emotional skills. They will complete this twice over the 
course of six weeks. It will take approximately 15-20 minutes, and it will be read and explained 
to students. Students in the control group will complete the questionnaires, but they will not 
participate in the lessons until later in the school year.  
 
What are the lessons about?   
Lessons are focused around stories in children’s books that highlight a variety of characters from 
different backgrounds, cultures, and abilities. Students will build their critical literacy skills and 
use them to identify inequitable or unfair situations that the characters in the stories face because 
of their differences. An example of one critical literacy skill that students will practice is 
considering alternative viewpoints. They will think and write from a character’s point of view.   
 
How was my child selected?  
Classes will be selected randomly for each group. Teachers will draw names from a hat.   
 
Will all first grade students participate in these lessons?  
Yes, all students will participate in these lessons at some point in the school year as part of our 
anti-bullying curriculum.    
 
Will my child miss anything?  
No, these lessons will be taught during read-aloud time. Your child will still receive the shared 
reading curriculum.  
 
Student Assent:  
In addition to your consent, students will be asked for their assent to participate. They will be 
asked for their assent prior to answering the questionnaire. If they choose not to participate, they 
can simply check no. Not participating does not affect their grades or class standing in any way.  
 
Confidentiality:  
This study is confidential. No student names will be used at any time to identify students, data 
that is collected, or student writing.  
 
Risks/Benefits:  
This study contains no risk to your child. There is no direct benefit to participating, however, I am 
hoping the results of this study will help to enhance our English/Language Curriculum, critical 
literacy practices, and social emotional learning.     
 
Approval:  
This project has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at Drexel 
University. If you have questions about the project, you can contact them at (215) 571-4581. You 
can also contact me at (609) 567-6693 or my advisor, Dr. Jennifer Adams, associate professor of 
Global/International Education at Drexel University at 215-571-4581.  
 
Participation:  
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Your decision to allow your child to participate is voluntary. Your decision of whether or not to 
allow your child to participate in this study will have absolutely no effect on your child's standing 
in his/her class. You have the option to have your child leave the study at any time. If you no 
longer wish your child to be in the study, please contact me at 609-567-6693.  
 
What happens if my child does not participate?  
If you do not give consent for participation, your child will still receive the lessons as part of our 
social emotional curriculum, but will not take part in the questionnaires. Nor will any of his or her 
writing be collected.  
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Parent/Guardian Permission   
 
 
I give permission for my child to take part in the research project described above.  
Child’s Name: ________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Parent/Guardian: ___________________________ 
 
Printed Name of Parent/Guardian: ________________________ 
 
Date: ______________________________________________ 
 
 
The deadline to return this form is  
November 1, 2016.  
 
If you do not give permission for your child to take part in the research project described above, 
please check here _____ and return this form with your signature below.  
Child’s Name: ________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Parent/Guardian: ___________________________ 
 
Printed Name of Parent/Guardian: ________________________ 
 
Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix E 
 
Empathy Poster for First Grade Classrooms  
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